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      ABSTRACT 
 
BLUSHING TO BE: Shame and the Narration of Subjectivity in Contemporary U.S.- 
Caribbean Fiction 
       (Under the direction of Dr. María DeGuzmán and Dr. Tanya Shields) 
 
 
 This study engages shame/affect (mostly psychoanalytical) theory in an 
interdisciplinary approach that traces narratives of resistance from “invisible” subjectivities 
within dominant U.S.- Caribbean discourses in contemporary fictional texts. It consists of an 
introduction, four chapters, and a conclusion. The introduction provides a precise theoretical 
background for the study. It defines key terms making a detailed reference to the prevailing 
discourses in the Caribbean and the U.S. The first chapter reveals examples in the fiction of 
the complex relationship between shame and visibility/invisibility as embodied in the figure 
of the secret/closet, in relation to prevailing identity discourses. The second chapter analyzes 
the relationship of shame with narcissistic and masochistic tendencies as presented in the 
fiction, evaluating the weight of narratives in the dynamics of such disorders. The third 
chapter considers the performative powers of shame, particularly with regards to its powerful 
connection to both humor and writing. The conclusion offers a reflection on the pain that 
inevitably accompanies shame experiences, as well as the possibilities this suffering may 
offer for the reconfiguration of social categories and their relationships.  
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     Introduction 
 
 
 “…shame both derives from and aims toward sociability” 
   
-- Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (Touching Feeling, 2003) 
       
  “A constant running on the surface of shame is a necessary foundation of social action.”  
 
            --Jack Katz (How Emotions Work, 1999) 
 
 
 
This study is first and foremost an exploration of shame. The importance of this affect 
for the continual shaping and adapting of a sense of self is expressed thus by theorist Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgwick: “…one of the things that anyone’s character or personality is is a record 
of the highly individual histories by which the fleeting emotion of shame has instituted more 
durable, structural changes in one’s relational and interpretive strategies toward both self and 
others” (Touching Feeling 62). As an example of Sedgwick’s assumption of the powerful 
influence exercised by shame upon the self’s relational “interpretive strategies,” I would like 
to use an anecdote. One of my best friends here immigrated to the United States from 
Argentina almost twenty years ago. Educated, young, and healthy, she and her husband 
exuded enthusiasm and energy to start the resolute pursue of the “American Dream.” Soon 
after they had moved to a small house in Mount Pleasant, SC, a neighbor stopped by to 
introduce himself and bring over some welcome food. Looking around the cute but modest 
furnishings, this man made what he intended to be a flattering observation as to how he 
always told his wife that people who had almost nothing –like my friend and her husband- 
were frequently happier and more full of life. My friend remembers having accepted the 
 2 
 
compliment with a mixture of shame – for herself and for him- and suppressed puzzlement. 
As soon as the neighbor returned home, however, she recalls calling her husband in tears 
accusing him of hiding from her the fact that, for all U.S. standards, they were in fact “poor.” 
My friend soon realized that what she had interpreted as the common situation of a 
young couple in the exciting beginnings of a family project together –by no means poor or 
dispossessed- could be read by others as something different. She had been considering their 
situation as a couple as compared to that of her siblings, friends and acquaintances in 
Argentina at the time. Her neighbor’s comment situated her in one possible reading of their 
reality –their being poor- in prevailing narratives in the southern U.S. This realization not 
only helped her situate herself in dominant narratives of material success in the U.S., but it 
ultimately propelled her to reinforce the determination to never let material possessions 
become the standard by which to judge other people’s level of personal contentment or sense 
of accomplishment.  
As proved in the discrepancy of readings offered by my friend’s experience, the 
relationship between the self’s shame and prevailing discourses in a society is crucial, since, 
as critic Sara Ahmed points out, “If we feel shame, we feel shame because we have failed to 
approximate ‘an ideal” that has been given to us through the practices of love”1 (The Cultural 
Politics of Emotion 106). Shame theorists Andrew Morrison and Susan Miller also stress the 
connection between shame and the failure to comply with internalized (rigid) ideals that are 
crafted into normative molds through society’s dominant narratives. Morrison describes 
different stages in the evolution of shame, beginning with disruptions in the relationship 
between the child and her caregiver(s), followed by shame on the growing sense of self as a 
                                                 
1
 Ahmed seems to refer to the kind of shame that transforms subjectivity and not to instances of humiliation, 
which tend to be received with anger, frustration, and rebellion. 
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separate entity (15-18 months old), and finally shame as the result of failing to meet the 
standards set by our “ideal self” (The Culture of Shame 74-46). Miller also believes that as 
we mature, our shame responses become more dependent on a stable set of inner standards 
and less dependent on the moment’s stimulus (Shame in Context 31). She also differentiates 
between “internalized shame” as that which arouses when the self feels it fails standards, 
rules, and goals, and “reactive shame,” which is a response to an immediate interpersonal 
stimulus or interaction with the environment (33). Both types of shame responses described 
by Miller are intricately linked to dominant discourses in that they reflect discrepancies, 
slippages, and interruptions with either cultural ideals crafted by prevailing narratives and 
internalized by the subject, or in social relationships organized by those discourses.  
The human need for organizing/interpretive narratives has been described by many 
theorists, critics, and psychologists. Hayden White speaks about historical narratives as: 
“models of past events and processes, [and] also metaphorical statements which suggest a 
relation of similitude between such events and processes and the story types that we 
conventionally use to endow the events of our lives with culturally sanctioned meanings.”2 If 
White’s definition is aimed at narratives that organize whole cultures and their destinies, 
Silvan Tomkins’s idea of “scripts” can be seen as a homologous phenomenon at the 
individual level of experience. For Tomkins, founder of Affect Theory in the mid ‘60s, 
“scripts” provide “the individual’s rules for predicting, interpreting, responding to, and 
controlling a magnified set of scenes.”3 Both White and Tomkins’s definitions stress the 
                                                 
2
 Hayden White. Tropics of discourse. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1978. 
 
3
 Eve Segdwick and Adam Frank, eds. Shame and its Sisters: A Silvan Tomkins Reader. Durham: Duke UP, 
1995. 
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power of narratives to organize and interpret, but also, their potential for generating, 
establishing, and also altering experience and behavior.  
In order to better understand the role of shame in the formation and consolidation of 
subjectivity and its relationship with narratives, it becomes useful to attempt a definition of 
what these narratives are and what they intend. I consider metanarratives to be metaphorical 
explanations of human actions and destinies. For metanarratives to gain validity and strength 
there has to be a considerable number of people who believe in them and are willing to invest 
them with the necessary interpretive force so as to give meaning to their actions and 
circumstances, as well as a constellation of them that mutually reinforce the validity of each 
other. 
German psychologist, sociologist and philosopher Eric Fromm explains the influence 
of narratives for our grasping of the world and our experience:  
Without a map of our natural and social world –a picture of the world and of 
one’s place in it that is structured and has inner cohesion– human beings 
would be confused and unable to act purposefully and consistently, for there 
would be no way of orienting oneself, of finding a fixed point that permits one 
to organize all the impressions that impinge upon each individual. (137)  
 
The role of grand narratives in our attempts to comprehend the world and our experiences 
that Fromm refers to above is reinforced by our emotional investment in them. Critic Sara 
Ahmed explains this affective relationship with narratives by stating that “narratives or 
scripts do not exist ‘out there,’ they shape bodies and lives” (145). Therefore, narratives not 
only explain, but also shape and mold, because “…bodies take the shape of norms that are 
repeated over time with force” (Ahmed 145). Given that the body is an essential part of the 
subject’s relationship with the narratives that read and write its subjectivity, emotions 
constitute an integral part of the shaping and configuration of the self in relation to those 
 5 
 
narratives, since “they involve investments in social norms, as well as the impressions left by 
others” (Ahmed 196). The powerful force of narratives or scripts upon subjects stems 
precisely from this strong hold in the self’s affective configuration. Emotions develop in the 
continual contact of the self with others, situating the self because “what moves us, what 
makes us feel, is also that which holds us in place, or gives us a dwelling place” (Ahmed 11).  
 This potential of metanarratives generally realizes itself on people’s lives at the cost 
of some kind of dynamic of domination/oppression. Metanarratives have been, most of the 
times, crafted so as to offer a way of organizing experience from which whole sets of values 
and ideals, as well as material conditions for distribution of power are to be derived. Thus, 
these “stories” that aim at interpreting and explaining human dynamics, also act as sources of 
rules, prescriptions, laws, and social practices which work to establish a ‘norm’ for the 
perpetuation of the narrative. ‘Norm,’ in our interpretation of the term, will not be simply 
understood in the sense that Judith Butler4 gives it, as referring to the normalization of 
genders, but also in a more general sense, as a necessary blueprint of conduct and motivation 
that translates the prevailing metanarrative onto the individual body. As such, any 
discrepancy with that model or norm –either in a person or a group of people– will be 
considered a “deviance,” “abnormality,” or, in religious metanarratives, a “sin,” all labels 
which engender and propagate shame. 
 This study of shame in relation to the formation of subjectivities focuses on fictional 
texts. The peculiar appropriateness of literature for a study of shame can be inferred from 
critic Glyne Griffith’s words when explaining why literary texts are more apt to look at what 
has “remained unsaid and outside the boundaries of a discourse so that the discourse may 
                                                 
4
 Undoing Gender. New York: Routledge, 2004. 
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maintain a conservative coherence” (277). He sustains that “[o]ne of the distinct advantages 
of literature is that as a discipline its practices and boundaries tend to be less easily and 
rigidly defined than several other disciplines in the humanities or social sciences” 
(“Struggling with a Structure…” 277). Likewise, Andrew Morrison believes that, given that 
in shame “there is a sense, a conviction, a belief about the self that we find intolerable,” the 
self deals with it by “turning away in one way or another” (The Culture of Shame 12), and 
that is precisely why “fiction can present a unique opportunity for us to examine this 
emotion” (10). As to the validity of a contribution about such an elusive affect as shame from 
a literary study of fiction, Dr. Susan Miller, a psychologist who has published two studies on 
shame, offered reassurance by affirming that: “All [psychiatric] case studies are to a great 
extent fiction, even if not intentionally so. They are constructed in the mind of the 
therapist/reporter according to his or her wishes to communicate a point.”5  
Also worth noticing here is the fact that the fictions in this study, for their explicit 
inclusion of alternative sexualities, affections, and family configurations, could all be validly 
included in the Western category of “queer” literature. Most of the subjectivities that will 
occupy my study will be those that can be called “queer.” This English term shows a similar 
reactive motion to the one that decided to put a stop to police/civic persecution and 
harassment in New York in 1969.6 As its dictionary entry states, the word “queer” has been 
used derogatorily since the late 19th Century to refer to “homosexuals,” particularly males. 
During the late 70’s and 80’s, however, it has been re–appropriated by many people of non–
                                                 
5
 Her emphasis. Personal communication, Oct. 2006. 
 
6
 Police raided the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in the Greenwich Village neighborhood of New York. People 
reacted violently against police forces in charge of the raid. Soon afterwards, the Gay Liberation Front was 
founded in the U.S., followed by the organizing of similar alliances in countries like France, Canada, Belgium, 
Great Britain, Australia and New Zealand. (John D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, 1983). 
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normative sexualities, gender identifications and/or sexual practices, to turn a label that was 
put to invoke shame, into a (possible) source of pride, as in the ACT UP7 slogan “We’re here, 
we’re queer!.”  
I do believe the term “queer” to be general enough to encompass all those instances 
of sexuality/affect/family configurations which are not normative (patriarchal and 
heterosexual), many of which appear repeatedly and explicitly in all the texts included in this 
work. However, for the sake of avoiding colonizing the texts under a label that not all of 
these authors welcome, the categorization of “queer” –an English term used mainly in the 
U.S., England, and English-speaking Canada- for these fictions is not present in this analysis. 
The choice of such texts, however intentional, does not imply that shame dynamics and their 
performative8 potential will be examined only with regards to the alternative 
sexualities/affection/family configurations the texts explicitly present. The idea of this work 
is to trace shame dynamics in its elusive manifestations all throughout the texts, their 
characters and their circumstances, particularly in relation to dominant narratives. 
To further introduce this study, it now remains necessary to identify some of those 
prevailing discourses that narrate the characters and their circumstances in the texts. The 
cultural categorization of these fictions as “U.S.-Caribbean” instead of “U.S. ethnic” stems 
from a strong discomfort with the label “ethnic” for these texts which have been written 
either in the United States or in Puerto Rico, by authors who identify themselves as 
“Jamerican,” Cuban, Cuban-American, Latino, and Puerto Rican. Critic Víctor Rodríguez 
                                                 
7
 “AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power.” ACT UP was effectively formed on March 10, 1987, at the Lesbian and 
Gay Community Services Center in New York 
 
8
 Jack Katz (How emotions work, 1999) speaks of personal identity as “an achieved performance of ascriptive 
characteristics.” Judith Butler has written extensively on the performative quality of gender (Gender Trouble, 
1990), and Eve Sedgvwick stresses the performative (in both its creative and its theatrical sense) power of 
shame (Touching Feeling, 2003). 
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examines the consequences for Puerto Ricans of being labeled “ethnic” in the United States. 
He explains that, although the dominant discourse assumes that racial or ethnic status is 
chosen by a group or an individual, it is in fact a phenomenon not only psychological but also 
political (236). In the U.S., according to Rodríguez, it is the dominant “white” Anglo-Saxon 
elite that through political, corporative, media, and government power places individuals in 
these categories, keeping them outside the “natural” or “normal” group, who appears as the 
one “without a culture” (237). Similarly, critic and theorist María DeGuzmán critiques this 
dynamic in academia, particularly with reference to literature:  
…the move to give a more multicultural dimension to English departments, 
curricula, and scholarship generally under the rubric “ethnic” has often meant 
the supplementation, frequently tokenist, of the study of American literature 
with something called ethnic literature(s), leaving relatively intact the 
traditional, mostly Anglo canon of U.S. literature as “American,” and 
“American,” by extension, as not only “white” but also “nonethnic” (xi) 
 
 It is in this frame of mind that the study refuses to adopt the category of “ethnic” for 
the texts, implying that –in fact- “American” or “U.S.” as a cultural denomination cannot be 
reduced to one default normative group (Anglo) and a myriad of other “ethnic” minorities. 
Instead, any conceptualization of the United States culture needs to account for its “hybrid” 
status, which promotes a more flexible understanding of its dynamics. The term 
“hybridization” is taken at its cultural definition by Néstor García Canclini: “hybridization 
[are] cultural processes in which discrete structures or practices, previously existing in 
separate form, are combined to generate new structures, objects, and practices” (Hybrid 
Cultures xxv). Thus, the characters in these fictions find themselves dealing with shame(s) 
which arise in their negotiations with Caribbean9 dominant narratives which they have 
                                                 
9
 The purpose of this study is by no means to theorize the Caribbean. We will refer by this term to the broad 
geographical area that encompasses the islands and the coasts of the Caribbean sea. Following Antonio 
Benítez–Rojo, we understand it as an area where the plantation social structure marked the composition and 
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inherited through their upbringings or their family environment, and also with U.S. 
contemporary prevailing discourses.10  
 Examples of powerful metanarratives in the Caribbean which exercise powerful 
influence in how the characters in these fictions configure their subjectivity are: the colonial 
legacies of Christianity (with its written codex being the Bible), the Enlightenment and its 
faith in reason (and its socio–political byproduct, Caribbean nation–states), Patriarchy and its 
unequal differential value vested upon (normative) masculinity, and the culture of the 
colonial Plantation, where another system of hierarchical difference is enacted through skin 
color, native language, and ethnic or cultural origin.  
 In the context of colonial metanarratives inherited from imperial powers by the 
Caribbean, there appears to be two constants: the assumption that “white” (European) people 
are more ‘civilized,’ and therefore, ‘superior’ to native people or imported slaves/workers, 
and the normative status of the heterosexual family as the basis of society, where the male 
figure stands as its main authority.11 Supporting the idea that metanarratives reinforce each 
                                                                                                                                                       
dynamics of communities. The common elements that bring these varied societies together are considered to be 
the prevalence of colonial metanarratives, its narratives of resistance, and the unique cultural combination of 
indigenous tribes, Spanish, English, Dutch, Portuguese and French colonial presence, Asian indentured workers, 
and African slaves. The recurrence of these are considered relevant enough in this analysis to claim the label 
(U.S.) “Caribbean” for all of the texts in this literary study. Almost all of the texts studied emerge in the U.S. 
and recreate various circumstances of Caribbean immigrants to this country. Linden Lewis explains the 
Caribbean “is much more that its geography” (1), and that “there is a huge and important Caribbean Diaspora, 
every bit as big as the population in the region and in some cases perhaps even bigger” (2). In light of this is 
why the study preserves the “Caribbean” component in the hybrid cultural configuration of the texts.  
 
10
 Two of the texts analyzed, La Patografía by Ángel Lozada, and Sirena Selena by Mayra Santos-Febres, were 
written in Puerto Rico and the characters and their stories are (mostly) situated there. Given Puerto Rico’s 
special –cultural, commercial, and political- situation with regards to the United States, the label “U.S.-
Caribbean” is extended to include these two texts as well.  
 
11
 Female matriarchal figures in Caribbean fictional texts often display “masculine” attributes like physical 
strength, aggression, and a predisposition for violence. See Benítez–Rojo´s analysis of the matriarch “Abuela” 
in García Márquez´s story “La increíble y triste historia de la cándida Eréndira y de su abuela desalmada,” in La 
isla que se repite (1998). 
 10 
 
other, Griffith identifies a strong link between imperialism’s construction of the “subject 
races,” and patriarchy’s binarist renderings of woman (287). 
 The first of those assumptions in colonial metanarratives in the Caribbean has been 
forcefully contested by Caribbean postcolonial thinkers such as, among others, Franz Fanon 
and Stuart Hall. They have denounced the constructiveness and oppressive agenda of 
colonial racist discourse by exposing its degrading strategies for material and social 
domination. Fanon explains it thus: “the total result looked for by colonial domination was 
indeed to convince the natives that colonialism came to lighten their darkness. The effect 
consciously sought by colonialism was to drive into the natives’ heads the idea that if the 
settlers were to leave, they would at once fall back into barbarism, degradation and 
bestiality.” (37) Fanon exposes the mechanisms by which colonial powers intended to – 
through discourse– present themselves as generous, empathic people who took the time, 
effort, and resources to come to the Caribbean and improve people’s lives. The cost of such 
‘generosity’ on the part of colonial empires, however, proves to be too high, as Fanon 
explains:  
  Colonial domination, because it is total and tends to over-simplify, very soon 
  manages to disrupt in spectacular fashion the cultural life of a conquered  
  people. This cultural obliteration is made possible by the negation of national 
  reality, by new legal relations introduced by the occupying power, by the  
  banishment of the natives and their customs to outlying districts by colonial 
  society, by expropriation, and by the systematic enslaving of men and  
  women.12 
 
As Fanon, Jamaican author Stuart Hall stresses the violence of colonial discourses not 
only in their mere conception of difference, but most importantly, in the act of implanting 
themselves onto those whose ‘difference’ is hierarchically positioned at the bottom: “It is one 
                                                 
12
 “On National Culture.” Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader  Eds. Patrick Williams and 
Laura Chrisman. Cambridge: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994. pp.36-52. 
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thing to position a subject or a set of peoples as the Other of a dominant discourse. It is quite 
another thing to subject them to that ‘knowledge’, not only as a matter of imposed will and 
domination, by the power of inner compulsion and subjective con-formation to the norm.”13 
Both Caribbean authors expose colonial metanarratives and key concepts therein such as 
“civilization,” “knowledge,” and “intelligence,” as relative, constructed, political, and 
therefore, highly questionable and unstable. 
 The other constant element in most colonial metanarratives inherited by Caribbean 
cultures is the condition of (normative) masculinity14 as hegemonic and the heterosexual 
family as the only valid basis of social organization. Patriarchy has been most forcefully 
contested in the Caribbean, as well as elsewhere, by feminist thinking. The social and 
material subordinate condition of women in patriarchal societies is by no means exclusive of 
Caribbean cultures, but it remains to be so in most Caribbean societies. What is relevant to 
note here of patriarchal discourses is how resilient they have proved to be even within 
postcolonial and nation–building discourses in the Caribbean. Barbadian critic Eudine 
Barriteau analyzes the impact of patriarchal Enlightenment thought in postemancipation 
movements for independence in (mostly English–speaking) Caribbean nations. She detects in 
the newly formed nations a perpetuation of the division of civil society into “a private and a 
                                                 
13
 “Cultural Identity and Diaspora.” Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader  Eds. Patrick 
Williams and Laura Chrisman. Cambridge: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994. pp. 392-403 
 
14
 In his article “Caribbean Masculinity: Unpacking the Narrative,” Linden Lewis explores different types of 
masculinities in the Caribbean, giving the example of male homosexuals as a powerful contestation of the 
normative heterosexual (rather misogynist) masculinity.  
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public sphere.” Women remain relegated to the private sphere, “subordinate and inferior to 
the public,” which is reserved for men. 15 
Linden Lewis, in his analysis of different masculinities in the Caribbean, also asserts 
that “[w]hat was notably missing from the struggle for national liberation in the Caribbean 
was any sense of materially rewarding the contributions of women who contributed 
significantly to that struggle.” Caribbean nationalists “did not interrogate the patriarchal 
system that had been bequeathed to them,” instead, they rather “consolidated and reproduced 
it.” 16 Women in nationalist narratives in the Caribbean were thus rendered barely visible, 
except for their prescribed role as procreators and care givers of new citizens.  
They, however, were not the only ones who appeared blurred in nationalist narratives 
in the Caribbean. Those whose gender behavior or practices, as well as those of alternative 
sexualities, were also excluded from these narratives, if not deemed the opposite to how the 
nation was defining itself. In Cuba, for example, intellectuals of the Revolution stated that no 
homosexuals could represent the Revolution, since it “is a matter for men, of fists and not 
feathers, of courage and not trembling.”17 José Quiroga traces the different moments in 
Cuban Revolution’s attitude towards homosexuals on the island. He describes the transition 
of Revolution’s discourse from an egalitarian and homogenizing propaganda campaign in the 
first years after 1959, to violent persecution of homosexuals as early as 1962-3, to tolerance 
                                                 
15
 For a historical trajectory of gender hierarchies in the –particularly English speaking– Caribbean, see Violet 
Eudine Barriteau’s “Theorizing Ruptures in Gender Systems and the Project of Modernity in the Caribbean” in 
The Culture of Gender and Sexuality in the Caribbean. Ed. by Linden Lewis. pp. 25–52. 
 
16
 “Caribbean Masculinity: Unpacking the Narrative” in The Culture of Gender and Sexuality in the Caribbean. 
Ed. by Linden Lewis. pp. 94–126. 
 
17
 Cuban academic Samuel Feijoo, quoted in Ian Lumsden’s Machos, Maricones y Gays: Cuba and 
Homosexuality. Philadelphia: Temple UP, 1996. 
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of the ‘queer’ intellectual and academic elite in charge of the construction and propagation of 
Cuban culture.18 
 Puerto Rico is another Caribbean country whose foundational nationalist discourse 
has been built in opposition to the island’s “tupida cantidad de afeminados (great number of 
effeminates).”19 In his foundational text, Insularismo (1934), Pedreira laments the lack of 
maturity in Puerto Ricans, as well as their inability to raise up to the task of making Puerto 
Rico a great nation. Ríos Ávila, a Puerto Rican author, affirms that “historically speaking, 
Puerto Ricaness and homosexuality have been thought of as mutually exclusive.” He 
provides examples in Puerto Rican literature of how “the first Puerto Rican identity out of the 
island during the first half of the century [has been built] by marking the notion of a Puerto 
Rican ethos against the shady, decomposed, suspect abjection of effeminates and 
homosexuals.”20  
In Jamaica, the nationalist sentiment of the Rastafari movement is profoundly 
homophobic and quite misogynist. Lindon Lewis quotes lyrics of Jamaican popular songs by 
reggae and calypso artists Shabba Ranks and Buju Bantan, where homosexuals are explicitly 
threatened with violence and death.21 Thomas Glaves relates his alienation from his Rastafari 
                                                 
18
 Quiroga points out the strong stigmatization of homosexuals, in the early years of the Revolution, as 
“gusanos,” or “gusanera”(worms): traitors to the regime, also associated with what is non-useful, non-
productive, but also showing characteristics non-authentically “cubanas.” Quiroga stresses the relationship 
between what is perceived as foreign and associated with corruption, in the case of the homosexual male, also, 
with anality and feces. The further identification of homosexuals as foreign elements and traitors fueled much 
of the violence that was exercised against them in prisons and in everyday life (a painful but also poetic account 
of these years is Reinaldo Arenas’s biography, Antes de que anochezca).  
 
19
 Antonio S. Pedreira, Insularismo, quoted by Arnaldo Cruz–Malavé in “Toward and Art of Transvestism,” 
¿Entiendes?, p. 150. Translation mine. 
 
20
 La raza cómica: del sujeto en Puerto Rico. San Juan: Ed. Callejón, 2002. pp.  314– 315. 
 
21
 “Pam, Pam. Lick a shot in a mamma man head,” is a line from Ranks’ song; while Buju’s lyrics read “Boom! 
Bye, Bye, in a batty bwoy head/Rude bwoy nah promote no batty boy/ Dem hafi dead.” The first term, “mamma 
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“brothers” for the fact that he is a homosexual man. He is well aware that the “sexist, 
misogynistic practices and beliefs of orthodox Rastafari” can threaten his homosexual self 
with dangers such as “an ice pick plunged into his throat”22. The threat of violence Glave and 
Lewis refer to in Jamaica extends to most of the English–speaking Caribbean, according to 
Barriteau. She quotes Tara Atluri when this author affirms that “attitudes towards 
homosexuality range from vehement hatred, complete with death threats, to a maddening 
silence which is itself a disavowal of sexual difference. Homosexuality is dismissed, loathed 
and ignored in Caribbean culture.”23As all of these authors describe, nationalist narratives in 
the Caribbean failed to fulfill –for everyone– the promise of a more liberating alternative to 
colonial discourses precisely because they were not inclusive enough.  
As some of the characters in these fictions negotiate shame(s) that persist in their 
inscription in Caribbean narratives, like patriarchy, nationalism, and Catholicism, they also 
find themselves dealing with shame(s) that emerge from dominant discourses in the United 
States. Patriarchy, heteronormativity, Protestantism, consumerist capitalism, 
multiculturalism, and identity politics impress their effect on these characters who find 
themselves narrated by them in shame. The first of these discourses has a long tradition in the 
West, as James Rachels explains: 
                                                                                                                                                       
man” is creole for “mother’s boy,” but also to refer to a homosexual man. “Batty bwoy” is Jamaican creole for a 
gay man.  
 
22
 Words to Our Now: Imagination and Dissent. Minneapolis: U of MNP, 2005. p. 109. 
 
23
 Atluri, Tara. “When the Closet Is a Region: Homophobia, Heterosexism and Nationalism in the 
Commonwealth Caribbean.” p. 4. Quoted in Linden Lewis’s The Culture of Gender and Sexuality in the 
Caribbean (2003). It is interesting to note, as some authors do, how little women’s homosexuality is 
defined/opposed explicitly in nationalist discourses. It has been speculated that it could be due to the fact that 
lesbian homosocial/sexual practices are not deemed so threatening to a patriarchal/chauvinistic system as the 
possibility of having men who are perceived as “not–men” (feminine).  
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The idea that women and men think differently has traditionally been used to 
justify subjugating one to the other. Aristotle said that women were not as 
rational as men, and so women are naturally ruled by men. Kant agreed, 
adding that for this reason women lack “civil personality” and should have no 
voice in public life. Rousseau tried to put a good face on it by emphasizing 
that men and women merely possess different virtues; but of course it turned 
out that men’s virtues fit them for leadership, whereas women’s virtues fit 
them for home and hearth. (160) 
 
Eric Fromm highlights the connection between state, heterosexual family, and religion in 
Western nation-states thus: “The state needed religion to have an ideology that fused 
disobedience and sin; the church needed believers whom the state had trained in the virtues 
of obedience. Both used the institution of the family, whose function it was to train the child 
in obedience from the first moment it showed a will of its own …” (121).  
In the United States, patriarchy appears mutually supportive to the dominant 
Protestantism (while much of the Caribbean shows strong Catholic influence from the 
Spanish conquest), with its doctrine materialized in patriarchal heteronormativity and 
capitalism as strong allies. Critic Janet Jacobsen investigates the powerful influence of 
Protestant “family values” in the United States, and she concludes that, as the flux of capital 
and material resources becomes more and more globalized, the state needs a new means of 
mediating between transnational capital and the “American”24 nation (55). The response to 
this is shifting the site of the nation away from the state and onto the family (56). Thus, the 
U.S. family becomes both the idealized image of buffer against the grudges of economic 
production, as well as the indispensable stable structure to maintain capitalism.  
That is how, according to Jacobsen, capitalism and patriarchal heterosexism need and 
reinforce each other, given that capitalism works on the denial of alternative value options in 
                                                 
24
 I prefer to maintain the more geo-political “U.S.” in order not to accept the tacit appropriation of the whole 
continent the term “American” suggests. When avoiding it proves too artificial or forced, I use quotation marks, 
in hopes (perhaps naïve) of not claiming the term my own. 
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the value chain (Jacobsen 59). The question of values underlined by Jacobsen is particularly 
relevant in the sense that, as proved by some of the circumstances in these texts, in a free-
market economy there is a crucial distinction between people who have economic value, and 
those who have values and therefore are empowered to be agents in relation to the market 
(61).  
 Critic Ann Pellegrini further investigates the deep alliance between patriarchal 
heteronormativity and capitalism. She affirms that, “[i]deologically, capitalism drives people 
into heterosexual families and keeps them there (or tries to)” (137). This bond, however, is 
nowadays weakened by changes in material conditions, so that “capitalism knocks the legs 
out from under the family, by reducing the family’s capacity to be self-sufficient, and thus 
weakens the bonds that formerly kept families together” (137). More difficult material 
conditions aside, consumerism targets everyone, those within the structure of a traditional 
family and those who are not. Pellegrini explains that, as in the case of alternative sexualities, 
“…corporations have calculated the benefits of pitching to gay and lesbian consumers may 
outweigh the risks of enraging conservative groups and their constituents” (139). What 
Pellegrini is alluding to is the fact that, as the circumstances of various characters in these 
texts show, cultural configurations in the United States –as well as around the world- are now 
increasingly subjected to the narrative of consumerism, in which “identities and citizenships 
are more and more defined by consumption” (García Canclini, Consumers and Citizens 5). 
Apart from the powerful and far-reaching narrative of capitalist consumerism, U.S. 
multiculturalism is another dominant discourse which directly impacts the subjects in these 
fictions. García Canclini clearly explains the specific interpretation of this idea in the United 
States, as opposed to the rest of America: “What in Latin America has been called cultural 
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pluralism or heterogeneity is conceived as part of the nation, whereas in the U.S. debate, as 
various authors explain, multiculturalism means separatism” (Consumers and Citizens 10). 
This discourse of “multiplicity of ethnocommunitarian groupings,” as García C. calls it, has 
effectively “obscured the existence of a hegemonic ethnic group in the United States … [the] 
‘Anglo-American.’” (DeGuzmán xii). Prevailing narratives in the U.S., then, act as a 
powerful allied front with a very clear agenda which aims at keeping the elite always at the 
top. DeGuzmán points out the tactics deployed by the Anglo elite in the U.S.: 
This ethnic group, through warfare, land grabbing, slavery, educational 
institutions reproducing the sociocultural order, and rhetorical reiteration of 
stories (historically based and otherwise) favorable to themselves, managed to 
extend their English language, their varieties of Protestantism, and their ethos, 
systems of belief, and representation over a large part of North America and 
finally other parts of the world, assimilating other peoples in their 
homogeneizing image while demonizing difference. (xii) 
  
Related and informed by the discourse of multiculturalism is the discourse of U.S. 
identity politics. Michael Warner explains that “[t]he frame of identity-politics itself belongs 
to Anglo American traditions and has some distorting influences” (xvii). In the case of 
alternative sexuality/affection/family configurations, he goes on to clarify that, since “the 
default model for all minority movements is racial or ethnic,” an alternative (“queer”) culture 
cannot “fit this bill… [because] whatever else it might be, it is not autochthonous” (xvii). As 
some other authors, like José Quiroga or Juana Rodríguez, Warner appears suspicious of 
identity politics as long as it persists in “reducing power to a formalism of membership” 
(xix). 
Quiroga maintains the flexibility of the concept of identity, and expresses his distrust 
of identity politics: “I see this identity politics as an oppressive and oppressing mode of 
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social articulation” (232).25 Critic Juana Rodríguez also questions rigid ideas of “identity,” 
describing the interaction of a subject and dominant narratives thus: “The subject brings to 
the encounter her own set of decoding practices that are mediated by the regulatory power of 
a particular discursive space, but not wholly determined by them” (5). Rodríguez points out 
the necessity to articulate identity as something fluid, “situatedness in motion,” an 
“embodiment and spatiality” (5) which appears at the intersection of multiple configurations 
of the self in which other ‘markers’ also bring their own energies, such as race, ethnicity, 
class and gender. 
The next chapters show how some of these constructed “myths” or narratives exercise 
their powerful influence on actual bodies as they attempt to configure their selves. Critic 
Roland Barthes explains the double function of myth: “… it points out and it notifies, it 
makes us understand something and it imposes on us” (117).  The imposition of a myth or 
narrative upon bodies is always historical and also intentional (Barthes 124).  The myth’s 
efficacy, as Ahmed states, is a result of repetition: “social forms (such as the family, 
heterosexuality, the nation, even civilization itself) are effects of repetition” (12). Repetition 
guarantees the affirmation of the practice, category, or value, which ends up crystallizing in a 
social mold or “norm.” 
 In the pages that follow the analysis concentrates on investigating in the texts the 
various ways in which those who either cannot fit comfortably into rigid social molds, or 
intentionally refuse to do so, are compelled to explore, many times out of shame, alternative 
ways of becoming visible. If visibility is defined, quoting Jack Katz, as belonging to “a 
known category of social participant,” the aim of this study is, then, to examine how those 
                                                 
25
 Various authors who critique identity politics readily recognize the potential for organized action it may offer. 
See Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet, and Michael Warner’s Fear of  A Queer Planet, among 
others.  
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who are not validated by dominating metanarratives resist these and craft alternative ‘stories’ 
which can offer them a way of “being in the world.”26  
Invisibility, according to shame theorist Leon Wurmser (1981) is the first and one of 
the most powerful triggers of shame. This emotion, as Tomkins described, temporarily 
interrupts the self’s positive engagement with the world, but in its reflective motion, it creates 
awareness of the self, the world, and the “good” affect that shame came to interrupt. Shame 
thus becomes a very useful analytical tool to explore the tactics deployed by those rendered 
invisible by certain metanarratives and see how they refuse to ignore their need to be 
included and described by a narrative themselves.  
Another significant reason to approach these texts through the lens of shame is the 
conviction that this “affect” or emotion intensifies the self’s powers of (self) examination, 
perception, and creativity. Many affect theorists, including Tomkins, have considered shame 
as a crucial motivator for the development of the self. According to Tomkins, shame 
“operates only after interest or enjoyment has been activated,”27 and therefore, as Elspeth 
Probyn affirms, “shame is the body’s way of registering interest,” and so it serves to 
“illuminate our intense attachment to the world, our desire to be connected to others.”28  
 The first chapter explores shame in relation to secrets, in both the senses outlined 
above, i.e., its intrinsic relationship with visibility, and also its positive influence for a deep 
awareness of the self. After some preliminary references to the psychology of secrets and its 
relationship with shame, the chapter studies three contemporary U.S.-Caribbean fictional 
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 Katz, Jack. How Emotions Work. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1999. pp. 143 and 320. 
 
27
 Shame and its Sisters: A Silvan Tomkins Reader. Eds. Eve Segdwick Kosofsky and Adam Frank. Durham: 
Duke UP, 1995. p. 134. 
 
28
 Blush: Faces of Shame. Minneapolis, MN: U of Minnesota P, 2005. p. 14. 
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texts, considering different aspects of the relationship between shame and secrets in each of 
them. Thus, in Obejas’s Memory Mambo (1996), this chapter describes secrets as points of 
resistance to dominant narratives by the different characters in the novel. The analysis shows 
that racism, capitalism, chauvinism, nationalism, and identity politics are questioned in this 
novel through the painful negotiations of its characters towards social visibility and 
acceptance. The examination of Rivera–Valdéz’s  Las historias prohibidas de Marta 
Veneranda/The Forbidden Stories of Marta Veneranda (2001) reveals secrets as a re–
enactment of pleasure, luxuriously revealed in a lay confessional ceremony that claims self–
determination through the very Cuban dedication to friendship and “chisme.” In Glave’s 
Whose Song? And Other Stories (2000), the study shows how the highly lyrical stories in this 
collection denounce aggressive and chauvinistic models of masculinity, and warn against the 
force of humiliating secrets, powerful centers of gravity which engulf and seal off lives. 
The second chapter focuses on two psychological configurations inextricably linked 
to shame: narcissism and masochism. The introduction to the chapter provides a general 
description of these two tendencies, explaining their connections to –particularly early or 
infant–shame, not only at the individual level but also as symptoms of whole communities. 
The analysis of Santos–Febres’s Sirena Serena vestida de pena (2000) follows the narcissistic 
trajectories of three characters as they fight for more (economic) agency in the machista 
society of Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic. The transvestites Martha Divine and 
Sirena Selena, as well as the rich “señora” Solange Graubel, construct performances which 
allow them to negotiate more autonomy and power, while at the same time demanding of 
them a permanent narcissistic drive. In Lozada’s No quiero quedarme sola y vacía (2006), the 
study exposes the dangers of the narcissistic obsession to belong to an urban gay consumerist 
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community while being a working Puerto Rican office clerk. The protagonist, La Loca, finds 
himself trapped in the false promises of the urban consumerist high-life in New York, and his 
narcissism drives him to ever increasing levels of alienation. The last novel, Emanuel 
Xavier’s Christ-Like (1999), is analyzed with the focus on the masochistic cycle where the 
protagonist lives his early years and which, even though self-destructive in many ways, 
appears to him as his only chance of survival.  
 Finally, the third and last chapter offers a different perspective revealing shame as a 
powerful force, an agent of self–awareness, a constant reminder of our attachment to the 
world, and a propeller towards creative expression. This section explains how shame acts to 
bring the boundaries of the self to the fore while at the same time it reinforces its need to 
belong, and how this drive can propel creative energies into humor and writing. The chapter 
introduces Lozada’s La patografìa (1998), and revisits his No quiero quedarme sola y vacía 
(2006), Santos–Febres’s Sirena Serena (2000); Xavier’s Christ-Like (1999); Rivera- Valdés’s 
Las historias prohibidas de Marta Veneranda/The Forbidden Stories of Marta 
Veneranda(2001), and Obejas’s Memory Mambo (1996). The analysis of humor in these 
texts explores the mechanisms by which shamed subjectivities deploy humor as a re–
engaging tool with a narrative which refuses to narrate them as they would, and also 
demonstrates how authors can use satire to denounce rigid social molds which relegate 
certain subjects to persistent shame. Parody, satire, and irony are defined and revealed in the 
texts, exposing their potential for subversive self– (re)definition. The final part of the chapter 
uses examples from La patografía, Memory Mambo, and from interviews with author 
Emanuel Xavier, to describe the particularly strong connection –detected by specialists– 
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between shame and writing, as two self-reflexive dynamics which are ultimately and 
intimately social.
  
       
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 1 
 
The Hush of Shame: Secrets, Narratives, and the Closet in Achy Obejas’s Memory 
Mambo, Sonia Rivera–Valdes’s Las historias prohibidas de Marta Veneranda, and 
Thomas Glave’s Whose Song? And Other Stories 
 
 
      It can seem like such a burden–even torture–to  
       keep secrets from other people. 
 
      --Anita E. Kelly (The Psychology of Secrets 2002) 
 
       On the subject of sex, silence became the rule. 
 
      --Michel Foucault (The History of Sexuality 1978) 
 
      Shame is exorbitant, there is far too much to tell  
       of shame, which is why it holds its tongue. 
 
      --Steve Connor (“The shame of being a man” 2001) 
 
 
 We all keep secrets. They are not simply omitted facts or overlooked details. Secrets 
are woven with fibers of two contradictory impulses: on the one side, the need to see or to 
make sense, and on the other, the imperative to hide. Secrets demand energy. We carve them 
in protective parentheses within our self–narration; but this narrative has to be permanently 
adapted to keep them there. At the same time, however, many secrets are crafted in order to 
be told. The added difficulty to access secrets is but a motivator to uncover their convolutions 
and twists.  
 Shame and secrets are intimately related. The dichotomy of visibility vs. invisibility is 
always at play in this relationship. Shame is always a disapproving gaze, even if it is our 
own. Therefore, in shame, the motion is to cover, to protect, and to hide away. Invisibility, 
though, also provokes shame. It is the condemning gaze, again, only this time it refuses to 
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grant presence, substance, or existence. The shame of exposure is, consequently, always 
negotiated against the shameful fear of non–being.  
 This first chapter explores some of the dynamics of shame as it deploys energies 
towards the configuration of (self–) narratives with secrets in the context of ‘meta’ narratives 
predominant in U.S.- Caribbean29 communities. After some preliminary references to the 
psychology of secrets and its relationship with shame(s), the chapter analyzes three 
contemporary U.S.- Caribbean fictional texts, looking at different aspects of the relationship 
between shame and secrets in each of them. Thus, in Obejas’s Memory Mambo (1996), this 
chapter describes secrets as points of resistance –with various degrees of efficacy– to 
dominant narratives by the different characters in the novel. The analysis shows that racism, 
capitalism, chauvinism, nationalism, and identity politics are questioned in this novel through 
the painful negotiations of its characters towards social visibility and acceptance. The 
examination of Rivera–Valdéz´s  Las historias prohibidas de Marta Veneranda/The 
Forbidden Stories of Marta Veneranda (2001) presents secrets as a re–enactment of pleasure, 
luxuriously revealed in a lay confessional ceremony that claims self–determination through 
the very Cuban dedication to friendship and “chisme.” In Glave’s Whose Song? And Other 
Stories (2000), my study shows how the highly lyrical stories in this collection expose 
aggressive and chauvinistic models of masculinity, and warn against the force of humiliating 
secrets, powerful centers of gravity which engulf and seal off lives. 
 
 
                                                 
29
 As discussed in the introduction to this work, I will choose this denomination for cultural configurations 
which bring together elements of Caribbean and U.S. cultures. Two of these novels (Memory Mambo and The 
Forbidden Stories) refer to Cuban communities, one in Chicago and the other in New York. Some of Glave’s 
stories take place in predominantly Caribbean sections of the Bronx area in New York.  
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a. Shame and Secrets  
 Most studies of shame refer to this emotion’s intrinsic relationship with sight. Donald 
Nathanson affirms that “shame is about eye contact,” and that is why, when a shaming secret 
is at stake, people avert their eyes so as not “to be seen inside out” (“Shaming Systems” 253). 
Leon Wurmser also states that “the place for shame is the eye(s)” (“Shame: the Veiled 
Companion” 67). Both of them, together with other numerous authors, agree on the idea that 
shame follows a moment of real or imagined “exposure” or “revelation,” leaving visible 
some “matters …that are acknowledged as fundamental to one’s character” (Katz 150). 
Shame, according to Silvan Tomkins, is the result of a sudden interruption of positive affect, 
such as joy or enthusiasm. This interruption is translated by some authors as an abrupt 
delineation of our contours against the world that surrounds us, bringing our inadequacies to 
the fore. Says Sara Ahmed: “shame involves the intensification not only of the bodily 
surface, but also of the subject’s relation to itself, or its sense of itself as self” (104). In this 
defining relationship with the visual, shame necessarily calls for a witness, even if it is 
oneself (Ahmed 105).  
By residing in the eyes, shame becomes a highly contagious emotion, such that I 
become ashamed by being a witness to another’s shame, thus intensifying both. Andrew 
Morrison explains that “others’ shame reminds us of your own feelings of failure, inferiority 
and incompetence” (The Culture of Shame 8). In shame, Morrison continues, “there is a 
sense, a conviction, a belief about the self that we find intolerable and that we try to manage 
by turning away in one way or another” (12). The “turning away” that Morrison describes 
can also be translated into “hiding” or “covering,” both motions that are implicit in the term 
“shame,” since, as Nathanson relates, the Indo–European root of the word derives from 
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“skam” and “skem,” origins of the connected words “skin” and “hide” (“A Timetable for 
Shame” 5).  
 As regards the origin of or motivation for shame, various studies and authors agree 
with Susan Miller on the assumption that “shame only occurs if events are experienced as 
reflecting on the value of the self” (Shame in Context 26). This “value of the self” is 
constructed as the subject grows and gets socialized, through contact with ‘ideals’ that are 
passed down through cultural practices defined by love and belonging. According to Ahmed, 
“if we feel shame, we feel shame because we have failed to approximate and ‘ideal’ that has 
been given to us through the practices of love” (106). As we try to carve for ourselves a 
“known category of social participant,” as Jack Katz defines social identities (320), we 
evidence the deeply human necessity to belong, to be part of a community, to have a part in a 
narrative, because, as Katz explains, every person in shame knows that “his/her integrity 
depends on being folded into membership in a transcending community” (319). When 
approximation to an ‘ideal,’ or membership to a certain community becomes difficult, 
unsustainable, or even dangerous to the subject, painful compromises take place, always at a 
high affective cost. 
  Ideals in communities are the result of repetitious practice, as Butler affirms when 
dealing with gender30, and they translate into social patterns of behaviors and expectations 
that we call ‘norms.’ Norms take time to be formed, imposed, and to gain strength. They 
emerge within big narratives which legitimate them and which work together in 
constellations that provide support for their creation and propagation. Failure to conform to 
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 Undoing Gender. New York: Routledge, 2004. 
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the ‘norm’ invariably means being defined as outside, as ‘other.’ Thus, shame can “also be 
experienced as the affective cost of not following the scripts of normative existence” (Ahmed 
107). In order to attempt to minimize this cost, most people try to hide aspects of themselves 
that provoke shame, wearing what Wurmser calls ‘masks’ so as to become more ‘palatable’ 
to people around them.  Similarly, according to Anita Kelly, the motivation for secrecy 
always involves other people. She claims that “people work to hide their secrets only if other 
people who are not supposed to know their secrets are around” (3). That is, for a secret to be 
kept (not visible), it has to be kept from someone else31. 
 For Kelly, secrets should not be qualified so much according to the type of secret 
kept, but more according to the “process of expending energy to keep information from other 
people” (3). She makes a useful contrast between secrecy and privacy, which is relevant to 
our chapter. In the case of private matters, there is a “connoted expectation of being free from 
unsanctioned intrusion” (4). Secrecy, however, “involves active attempts to prevent such 
intrusion or leaks, and the secret keeper exerts this energy in part because he or she perceives 
that other people may have some claim to the hidden information” (4). It is interesting to 
discover, then, that studies in psychotherapy reveal secrets to be most commonly built 
around: “ (1) a deep conviction of personal inadequacy, (2) a sense that they do not or cannot 
truly care for another person, and (3) some type of sexual secret” (13). The first two 
motivations for secrecy, as well as the third –to a certain extent– do not appear to fall into the 
type of information “other people may have some claim to” (Kelly 4). They, however, do 
connect intimately with what we discussed before as being sources of shame, i.e. some 
intimate conviction of a personal flaw or defect; the perceived incapacity for love or 
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 It is interesting here to note that in repression, as Kelly explains, the self is actively engaged in keeping 
secrets from itself, that is, its conscious life.  
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commitment; and/or desires that refuse to conform to socially acceptable norms or 
categories. Various (psychotherapy) studies on the nature of secrets people keep confirm this 
relationship: “the most frequently listed reason for keeping secrets was that the clients felt 
too ashamed or embarrassed to share their secrets with their therapists” (15). This chapter 
closely considers this connection between feelings of shame and the creation and 
maintenance of secrets, having in mind the tensions implied in the dichotomy of 
visibility/invisibility, as some of the secrets in the three fictions are crafted, kept, and/or 
shared.  
b. Missing (?) Pieces in the Puzzle: Memory, Secrets, Shame, and Violence in Achy 
Obejas’s Memory Mambo (1996) 
 In Memory Mambo (1996), first novel by Ach Obejas, a Cuban–U.S. writer, memory 
appears as the arduous work of narrative reconstruction. The protagonist of the novel is 
Juani, a young Cuban–U.S. lesbian woman who lives in Chicago and who insistently affirms 
that “what I want to know is what really happened” (14). Juani tries to put together the pieces 
of a chaotic family puzzle, in an attempt to configure a narrative of origin and belonging. Her 
efforts seem fruitless because she is unable to come to certainties: “I no longer know if I 
really lived through an experience or just heard it so many times, or so convincingly, that I 
believed it for myself –became the lens through which it was captured, retold and shaped” 
(9). As the novel unravels, the reader comes across various obstacles that Juani encounters. 
Some of these have been built by Juani herself, and most of them are constructed around 
family secrets that tenaciously hide realities of shame. 
 As the characters in Obejas’s novel show, failure to comply with a (meta/grand) 
narrative’s ideal causes them shame, but also, in the same motion, it affirms their affective 
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investment in those narratives which they fail to confirm. Ahmed explains that “my shame 
confirms my love and my commitment to such ideals in the first place” (106). Narratives that 
have been inherited by Juani’s family in Cuba from the island’s colonial past, and those that 
narrate them in Chicago as an ‘ethnic’ minority fail to narrate them to various degrees, 
prompting the family to create their own narratives, in a defensive effort which recycles 
shame into creativity. 
 The main voice of the novel, Juani, needs to narrate her origins and her family 
history. She is looking for a frame against which she can meaningfully situate her life as a 
Cuban immigrant in Chicago, already raised as an “American,” but mysteriously aching for 
an island about which she knows almost nothing. Juani is set upon discovering (or even 
reconstructing/making up) her own history. Her need is not unique or even personal, since, as 
previously discussed in the Introduction, (historical) narratives have been widely recognized 
by theorists, analysts and critics –White and Tomkins, among others– as vital tools to our 
permanent need to organize and make sense of our circumstances. Having in mind the 
Tomkian definition of personal ‘scripts,’ we can read Juani as being intent on reorganizing 
her own “script,” in order to face reality with more confidence, a need she exposes in the 
form of her rhetorical question “Why do I want so bad to believe?” (205). In looking for a 
definite narrative that would offer her more certainties about her memories and herself, Juani 
acts as an obsessive detective or reporter, trying to order and classify data, incidents, 
testimonies, dates, and recollections (Craft 370). She fervently looks for “the truth.”   
 The narrative that emerges from her effort to unveil “the truth” in her family’s secrets 
resists the linearity of classical tales of origin, or Bildungsromane. Instead, Juani is exposed 
to a multiplicity of ‘truths’ that overlap, as the various members of her family offer their own 
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versions of their histories, their own narrations of resistance. This, according to Nena, Juani’s 
sister, is nothing to be worried about, because: “Hey, we’re into communicating, okay?’ … 
‘It’s sort of like singing Guantanamera, –everybody gets a chance to make up their own 
verse’” (194). Juani herself, her lover Gina, her parents, her sister Nena, and her cousin’s 
husband Jimmy, all offer Juani narratives which attempt to counteract other (dominant) 
narratives where they find themselves defined in shame, usually the result of explicit or tacit 
violence.  
  Juani’s own narrative of comfort with her alternative sexuality is progressively 
debunked as the story unfolds. She narrates that her lesbianism is not a secret in her family, 
and that she is surrounded by family members who provide affection and tenderness, seeing 
herself as “comfortably a part of any family portrait as the others” (79). This affirmation is 
called into question when Juani exposes the relationship with her father and her own 
reflections as regards her sense of belonging: “I am something else entirely, my own island,” 
“I’m also a stranger in my own family” (79). She resents both her ex–lover Gina and Emilia 
Fernández, a customer at the Laundromat, for staying ‘in the closet’ and not speaking overtly 
about their homosexuality. After some evasive comments on the part of Emilia about her 
moving in with her “friend,” Juani reflects, “I resent Emilia’s denial of her lover” (53). About 
her former lover Gina, Juani remembers how painful it was for her to accept Gina’s refusal to 
openly acknowledge her romantic relationship with Juani. Gina’s silence was made worse by 
the fact that she consistently “refused to talk about any of this” (77).  
 Although both Emilia and Gina seem to share similar ‘political’ motivations for their 
“premeditated silence,” Juani’s father prefers to induce silence in his daughter as a tactic of 
self–defense: “My father’s worst fear, I think, is that I’ll say something to him about it” (80). 
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Eve Segdwick, in her groundbreaking book Epistemology of the Closet (1990), discusses in 
depth the tactics by which silence is deployed as a power tactic for the implementation and 
maintenance of the closet, asserting the prevalence of normative heterosexuality. Juani 
detects in her father the fear of having to confront her alternative sexuality and she sees how 
this fear translates into a constant discourse dynamic of avoidance and silencing: “my father 
creates an illusion of normalcy about the emptiness of our interactions, our meaningless 
chats” (80). Having to acknowledge Juani as a homosexual member of his family would 
force Juani’s father to share into what Sara Ahmed names the “discomfort” of those bodies 
which do not fit into the norm of heteronormativity, and are therefore condemned to either 
invisibility or shame.  
 It is interesting here to observe how silence allows Juani’s father, as well as Gina and 
Emilia, to refuse to provoke an “acute awareness of the surface of one’s body, which appears 
as surface, when one cannot inhabit the social skin, which is shaped by some bodies and not 
others” (Ahmed 148). Ahmed’s reference to the highlighted boundaries between body and 
environment when in shame brings to the fore the tension between being seen (what is on the 
surface of the body), and keeping out of sight (to cover, to protect from view). Most scholars 
on shame define this affect as a gaze that is turned upon the self, either reflexively or from 
outside, and finds something defective or incomplete in what it sees. Leon Wurmser, in his 
treatise on shame, puts special emphasis on this visual aspect of shame. He stresses its 
particular dynamics, by which the first infant (proto) shame is not to been, or to be ignored, 
while many instances of shame later in life are motivated by being seen or ‘discovered.’ 
According to Wurmser (1981), the dialectical relationship of shame with sight motivates 
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people to wear masks in order to hide own ‘bad,’ ‘dirty,’ or ‘weak’ aspects of the self, and 
thus become accepted (169).  
 What the masks described by Wurmser, or the imposed silences denounced by 
Sedgwick are both striving to safeguard is the comfort of those who see their own bodies 
sinking easily into molds carved by repetition. In the case of alternative sexualities, the 
comfort awarded heterosexuals in patriarchal heteronormative narratives is not recognized by 
them, since “we don’t tend to notice what is comfortable, even when we think we do” 
(Ahmed 147). The seamless bonding of bodies with (discursive) environments is not awarded 
to those bodies, like Juani’s, which refuse to conform or to ‘pass.’ Ultimately, however, even 
though Juani seems to see in the United States a freer environment where her closeted Cuban 
cousin Titi would at last be able “to be loved in daylight” (76); the comparative freedom 
(from shame) which the narrative of identity politics in the U.S. can and does award those of 
alternative sexualities is seriously questioned by Emilia, Gina, and Juani’s father’s attitudes, 
as well as by Juani’s admitted alienation: “[m]y lesbianism is not the cause of my alienation, 
but it’s a part of it” (79).  
 Juani’s reality is heavily marked by, as crictic Maite Zubiaurre suggests, “el triple 
estigma de la raza, del género y de la emigración forzosa”(6; the triple stigma of race, 
gender, and forced exile). Juani resists her lover Gina’s nationalist discourse, especially when 
Gina makes use of it to justify her stay in the closet: “‘Look, I’m not interested in being a 
lesbian, in separating politically from my people’” (77). Juani attempts to “contain desire 
safely in a private sphere” (McCullough 595); but that is already too late, since “the intrusion 
of the world of politics into their romance” (595) is very real, and Juani cannot get rid of hers 
or her lover’s cultural, social, and political histories. Gina considers “this whole business of 
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sexual identity” to be “so white” (78). Gina presents herself as a committed Puerto Rican 
nationalist, and her reaction towards Juani’s demands has an origin in how nationalist 
narratives in the Caribbean have consistently refused to acknowledge citizens of alternative 
sexualities/genders32. Gina seems to be unwilling to abandon the “relative degree of safety” 
offered, according to critic José Quiroga, by “Latino communities;” making it “very difficult 
to disengage for the sake of upholding solely gay and lesbian identity categories” (197). 
Nevertheless, Obejas’s use of italics for some strategic words and phrases functions 
to call into question Gina’s real motivations and to show how different narratives –in this 
case the United States identity politics vs. Puerto Rican nationalism– can clash and/or be 
used strategically to defer challenging the two. Gina appears to be manipulating her self–
definition as a fighter for independence in a nationalist narrative in order to maintain an 
ambivalent position with respect to her sexuality/gender, refusing to show affection towards 
Juani in public, or to socially introduce her as her partner. By accepting the structure of the 
closet for political reasons, she is avoiding definition as both, a committed activist and a 
lesbian, in a subversive move that would help destabilize the rigidity of those narratives.  
 If Gina covers her shame of exposing herself as a homosexual by resorting to the 
impossibility of being both a lesbian and fighter for Puerto Rico’s independence, she and her 
nationalist friends evoke shame, envy and frustration in Juani. She compares herself to them, 
and “while they’d been to Cuba, I had spent all my time working in a Laundromat folding 
other people’s clothes” (133). Juani confesses that “I hated their independence movement, 
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from nationalist discourse in the Caribbean, see  Ríos–Ávila’s La raza cómica: del sujeto 
en Puerto Rico (2002); Thomas Glave’s Words to Our Now: Imagination and 
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Queer Latino America (2000) and Cruz-Malavé and Manalansan´s Queer Globalizations: 
Citizenship and the Afterlife of Colonialism (2002). 
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not for political reasons, but because it seemed to give them direction. And hope” (133).  
Juani’s jealousy is one of the typical reactions used to cover shame. Andrew Morrison, in 
The Culture of Shame (1996) affirms that “alleviating shame is one of the most difficult 
psychological challenges” (127). Because of this, most therapists have to struggle to uncover 
shame that comes disguised as other emotions like rage, despise, envy, and haughtiness. 
These cover tactics are justified, according to specialists, because the self refuses to confront 
shame’s implied attack on itself. Thus, when Gina ‘affectionately’ calls Juani “My poor little 
gusanita” (134), implying by this name that Juani has been a traitor to the Revolution and 
therefore to her native country, Juani reacts with a violence that surprises her: “my fist had 
somehow rolled into a wrecking ball, the knuckles all pointy and aimed at her face. I don’t 
know why or how but I smashed it into her” (134).  
 Juani’s sense of inadequacy with respect to Gina and her activist friends is admitted 
by herself: “I’m not good at political discussions” (77). The capacity for violence that she 
shows in her defensive reaction when hitting her lover has been somewhat present in Juani 
from before “the incident.” She admits to being addicted to violent videogames because 
“[y]ou get a gun and a screen full of bad guys and you try to kill them. That’s basically it, 
except that after I play, I always feel really loose, ready for anything” (22). She considers 
these intense sessions to be nothing but “a little entertainment, a little distraction” (21). 
However, when this violent streak in her personality takes hold of her and she ends up 
battering Gina and being battered by her, she confesses that “what I did next, I’m not proud 
of” (134). Juani cannot come to terms with how “[e]verything ended so horribly between us, 
so shamefully” (47), and spends the whole novel trying to process the “incident” and the side 
of her it has revealed. 
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 Obejas places Juani as a mirror image of another violent character in the novel, 
beautiful Caridad’s husband Jimmy. Juani hates Jimmy with a passion, considering him 
“weird,” “strange,” and “dark.” However, there is between the two a powerful connection in 
which Jimmy offers Juani a distorted reflection of herself.33 The attraction both feel towards 
Caridad is one of the points they have in common. Even though unacknowledged in the case 
of Juani, her desire for Caridad transpires in her admiring descriptions of her cousin: “here’s 
what’s all hers: the blackest eyes, skin like butter, lips as juicy as a slice of mamey, and the 
sexiest way about her of anybody I’ve ever met” (42). Juani despises Jimmy for consistently 
beating up Caridad, and despite his jealousy, she confronts him without fear: “If you want me 
to stay away from my cousin, Jimmy, then quit hitting her” (55). Her aggressive threat shows 
that these two have more in common than they may be ready to admit. Their similarities do 
not pass unnoticed, though, and Caridad tells Juani that Jimmy “is Mr. Protective of you, like 
you are of me –exactly the same,” and that “you talk alike, you even stand alike, okay?” 
(145). Even though Juani denies to Cari any similarities between herself and Jimmy, she 
secretly acknowledges their common violent tendencies: “I could feel my face twisting as I 
spoke, I was sure I looked like my own version of Jimmy” (179). In the characters of Juani 
and Jimmy, Obejas explicitly presents domestic violence, a reality that most frequently gets 
hidden in shame. 
  In the case of lesbian domestic violence, the author even wrote in 1994 a column for 
the feminist magazine Ms., entitled “Women who Batter Women.” In it, Obejas confesses 
that domestic violence is “one of the lesbian community’s nastiest secrets.” Similarly to how 
Obejas presents the incident of lesbian domestic violence in the novel, specialists in her 
                                                 
33
 It is interesting to note that even their names sound similar.  
 
 36 
 
Ms.’s column underline the differences between incidents of violence in heterosexual and 
homosexual (lesbian) couples. They state that even though “heterosexual men feel they have 
a right –in the global sense– to abuse their partners, lesbians do not.” Jimmy does not feel the 
need to either explain or justify the beatings he frequently inflicts on his wife. Contrary to 
this, Juani is profoundly ashamed of her reaction against Gina and is continually trying to put 
it behind her. 
 It is interesting here to trace shame in Jimmy’s violence by placing it in the context of 
the interdependent narratives of patriarchy and capitalism. In the context of contemporary US 
values, Jimmy appears as a quite disenfranchised male. In a society where monetary power is 
one of the most respected indicators of normative masculinity, he works as a janitor and has 
trouble making ends meet.34 He has been sent to the United States from Cuba as a young boy, 
to be adopted temporarily by a U.S. family. This has changed his customs and tastes forever, 
and has cast him as a person without origins: “he doesn’t belong in either world, Cuban or 
American” (44). Although Caridad is attracted by his situation, falling prey to her 
characteristic “lástima,” Jimmy feels insecure and threatened, especially by Juani, with 
whom Caridad seems to share a special bond. The fact that he was sent away from his parents 
at such a young age to live among strangers in a very different culture, and his violent and 
broody personality later in life seem to confirm what Andrew Morrison concludes when 
relating narcissism with shame: “when our individual needs are not adequately responded to 
in childhood, we may become narcissistically vulnerable and preoccupied, or, alternatively, 
defensive, self–sufficient, haughty, or arrogant” (The Culture 17). Within the patriarchal 
society where he lives, Jimmy needs to assert his male dominance showing an arrogant 
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 In the case of Jimmy it is not only his lack of economic power, but also his ‘ethnicity’ what places him 
outside hegemonic masculinity in the U.S. An engaging discussion of patriarchy and different types of 
masculinities is offered in R.W. Connell’s Masculinities (Berkeley: U of California P, 2005). 
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attitude, especially with respect to Juani, with whom he perceives some competition. With 
his wife, he makes use of violence, a common marker of patriarchal (dominant) masculinities 
all around the world. 
 When confronted by Juani, he retorts: “I’ve got my own job, I don’t need you people, 
get it?”(55). Jimmy offers his steady (badly paid) job as enough proof of his masculinity. But 
if that were not enough, he also attacks Juani with his permanent fondling of himself: “He 
grabs his dick through his pants, as if it’s some kind of power tool” (55). In his article on 
masculinity and power in Puerto Rico, Rafael Ramírez  explains how, in Caribbean culture, 
“power and sexuality are major components of our masculine ideologies”(L. Lewis 236). He 
also states that in Puerto Rico, “our males display their genitals by fondling them in public” 
(242). This practice, according to Ramírez, “is more common among the lower classes, 
because men with less power and control over their lives tend to emphasize more the power 
that emerges from their genitals” (242). Jimmy resorts to these rather exhibitionist displays of 
‘manhood’ before Juani in hopes of asserting his masculine dominance once and for all, as 
well as reclaiming exclusively for himself the masculine attribute of a powerful sexuality, 
whose object are women.35 In spite of this, Jimmy’s strong hope of someday winning a 
fortune with one of his “Lotto tickets,” as well as the continual relapses into violence –not 
only against his wife but also young children– both suggest that his narrative of ‘macho’ 
power keeps failing, and in fact he has not yet overcome the feelings of “failure, inferiority, 
and incompetence” (Morrison, The Culture 8) so characteristic of shame.  
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masculinity with her powerful own, see Judith Halberstam’s Female Masculinity (Durham: Duke UP, 1998). 
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 Similar feelings of inferiority haunt Juani’s mother, though in her case they are 
related to skin color(s). Juani’s mother, Xiomara Ruiz y García, is a “café con leche mulata 
from Guanabacoa” (32) whose obsession is that her kids turn out “colorless and beautiful,” 
and who would do anything to “deny her real lineage” (32). She marries the “prestigious 
Aberto José Casas y Molina,” a green–eyed Cuban who claims to belong to don Bartolomé 
de Las Casas’s lineage. Her marriage seems to have guaranteed her a level of whiteness that 
she persists in defending against external threats, like when she warns her children: 
“‘caminen siempre por la sombra’– always walk in the shade,” in fear that “too much sun 
would somehow reveal our real heritage, whether Indian or black” (34). Xiomara’s envy of 
her sister’s children’s complexions “with blue veins visible just under rice–paper skin,” as 
well as her stubborn crusade to “pass her entire life” (35), evidence the inherited structure of 
difference/domination inscribed in colonial metanarratives, whereby the darker the skin 
color, the lower the place in the social, cultural, and material hierarchy.    
 The shame awakened, cultivated and resisted against one’s own colonial bodies has 
been denounced and described by postcolonial Caribbean theorists and critics like Franz 
Fanon and Stuart Hall. They have exposed the constructiveness and oppressive agenda of 
colonial racist discourse by uncovering its degrading strategies for material and social 
domination by which colonial bodies are devalued and re–described as being saved from 
degradation by colonial “civilization.”36 Juani’s mother, however, is not the only Cuban 
woman in the novel who falls prey to the inherited shame of colonial hierarchical orders and 
their oppressive values. Her daughter, Juani’s sister, is in love with a black man and she 
cannot hide her contradictory feelings about the fact that his skin is “chocolate” colored. 
When Juani speaks with Nena on the phone, before visiting her, Nena does not mention 
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anything about her lover’s skin color, but this is by no means because it holds no importance 
to her. On the contrary, as soon as Juani sets foot on Miami, the first thing Nena abruptly 
tells Juani is that “We’ve got to talk” (168). Juani becomes tense thinking her sister is going 
to uncover her sinister secret of violence against Gina, but, instead, what Nena feels so 
earnest to “confess” to her is that Bernie “is black” (170). Nena tries to resist having feelings 
of shame or concern about Bernie’s background, because she knows that her mother’s 
“whole thing about skin color is bullshit” (190). Nonetheless, she explains her secret to Juani 
by appealing to her mother’s prejudices: “I also know that my being with him is going to 
torture her, even though her reasons are totally fucked up” (190). Nena explains to Juani that 
she is hides her love and attraction for Bernie just out of love for her mother, just not “to hurt 
her;” but this does not seem to be the real reason (190).  
She feels insecure and ashamed of herself before Bernie, since “he’s been all over, 
met everyone, read everything,” and she, though attractive, has “just been sitting in that 
Laundromat,” and is “not very exciting” (190). In her family’s eyes she has always been the 
“tense and serious” (171) beautiful daughter, the responsible assistant manager to the 
family’s Laundromat, who ran the business as a “real good capitalist” (21). It seems 
probable, then, that what she is refusing to risk is the place or role she has constructed in her 
family’s narrative, that of “my mother’s daughter,” as she defines herself (190). Instead, 
Nena prefers to keep her love a secret, naively trusting that it may prove to be just a 
temporary affair. She deludes herself as to the reasons why she is not telling her mother 
about her relationship with Bernie: “Later –if we break up, then it won’t matter that I never 
told her” (190). Nena is not planning to break up with Bernie, but she is using this redeeming 
narrative of filial devotion to hide her own –however inherited– feelings of uneasiness about 
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Bernie’s skin color, as well as her anxiety over losing ground as the exemplary daughter in 
her family’s view. 
 Juani and Nena’s father is another member of Juani’s family who counteracts feelings 
of shame and insecurity with personal narratives. His is a tale of achievement and frustrated 
success. By the time he met his future wife, Alberto José Casas y Molina “didn’t have much 
family money left …, didn’t have a job, and didn’t have prospects beyond the cinta 
magnética” (32). Something he did have and who greatly helped Xiomara Ruíz y García to 
decide to marry him was his claimed “splendid ancestry,” by which he and his family were 
made “direct descendants of Bartolomé de Las Casas”(32). As the novel unfolds, we learn 
through Juani that her father claims to have been scammed out of his invention, duct tape, by 
the “yanquis.” According to Juani, her dad’s lifelong capitalist grudge is that “if the 
Americans hadn’t stolen [duct tape] out from under him, he’d have been rich, and we’d have 
been much happier” (24). In the face of a modest existence as the exiled owner of a 
Laundromat in Chicago, Juani’s father cannot stop re–telling his narrative of male 
redemption through creative achievement, so “anybody who’s ever come to the house has 
gotten the entire tale, from beginning to end, whether they like it or not, at least once” (25).  
 Shame theorists like Steve Connor, Jennifer Manion, and Helen Block Lewis,37 
among others, have detected that in patriarchal cultures shame is gendered, rendering 
different attitudes shameful, according to prescribed acceptable gender behavior. Thus, 
women in patriarchal narratives provoke shame (onto themselves and others) by “breaking 
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out,” while men suffer shame when they “fall short.” As Connor explains: “male shame has 
traditionally not been the shame of having overstepped the mark, of having exceeded 
definitions, but the shame of failing to exceed definitions as such” (221). The shame at 
failure that Connor alludes to, in the case of males, is specifically “shame at the failure of 
autonomy” (221). In capitalist societies, such as pre–Castro Cuba, or the U.S., autonomy is 
defined in terms of social and/or economical status. Growing up in a still capitalist Cuba and 
then installed in Chicago, Alberto José Casas y Molina refuses to see or define himself either 
as a modest semi-unemployed inventor in Cuba or as a marginalized ‘ethnic’ immigrant in 
the United States. Instead, he holds firmly onto both his alleged prestigious ancestry and his 
status as a genial inventor and successful businessman.  
 His narratives of self–authentication fail to convince unwilling witnesses, though.  
They rather evoke incredulity, surprise or downright pity, as in the case of Gina, who warns 
Juani, “Sweetie, your father’s got some serious damage” (25). Juani’s intellectual cousin 
Patricia is another skeptical recipient of her family’s stories. Patricia’s father did become rich 
and famous, and she enjoys debunking familiar narratives, particularly those by Juani’s 
father. About the alleged recruitment of Juani’s dad by the CIA to get people on boats out of 
Cuba, Juani recalls Patricia saying that “is all invention, that we weren’t as high class as my 
father wants us to believe” (27). Patricia is not shy at all when having to state clearly her 
obvious objections to the supposed lineage that links Juani’s father with Fray Bartolomé de 
Las Casas. Her verbalized opinion is that “the whole Bartolomé de Las Casas tale is one 
elaborate lie,” and that “if indeed we’re descendants of Las Casas, chances are we’re the 
spawns of an illegitimate child conceived with some Indian woman he probably raped”(34). 
Patricia appears as the power of reason and research over the crafted narratives that abound 
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in her Cuban family; but she, too, conveniently decides to keep under cover her lesbian 
infatuation with cousin Titi in Cuba.  
 The diverse and not altogether verifiable narratives in Juani’s family, as well as all 
the secrets they entail, although frustrating to her in that they are “very relative” (194), are 
constructed and modified constantly in efforts to resist definition/inscription in other 
narratives. If Jimmy attempts to restate his male dominant status in a patriarchal society 
through the exercise of domestic violence, Juani also re–scribes her violence as a fantastic 
tale of self–defense, Nena refuses to acknowledge her own racial prejudices by appealing to 
her mum’s, and their mum insists that they “caminen siempre por la sombra” (34; walk 
always in the shade) in an ever stubborn effort to defend whatever ‘whiteness’ their children 
have inherited. The importance of these personal narratives and secrets, even in their relative 
liberating effect, is in the motion to resist narratives that do not offer the possibility to 
belong. As Sara Ahmed affirms, narratives do not exist “out there,” instead, “they shape 
bodies and lives,” as well as the ways in which those who follow or depart from them love 
and live (145). If “bodies take the shape of norms that are repeated over time and with force” 
(Ahmed 145), it takes courage and strength to attempt to resist this molding, most often at the 
cost of shame, and make those bodies that are scripted as “disobedient” become visible and 
with some degree of agency.  
 Leon Wurmser discusses at length our fear of invisibility and how it is linked to the 
first and very powerful manifestations of shame in the infant. We are constantly trying to 
become somewhat visible and to reassert this by claiming a place in a narrative, since “bodies 
re–work scripts” (Ahmed 152), and, as social beings, we are constantly being modified and 
in turn modify the narratives within which we are inscribed. Jack Katz explains that 
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“personal identity everywhere is an achieved performance of ascriptive characteristics” 
(170). This performance is what makes our identities legible by those who surround us and 
what enables us to “make sense of [our] conduct in society” (174). By obtaining visibility –
even if through shame– the subject is included in the narrative and can negotiate more 
agency. 
 Nena, as she is confronted by Juani with her discomfort about Bernie’s racial 
background, admits that “he’s the most important thing that’s ever happened to me” (189). 
Juani, at the end of the novel, decides to face her shame and talk openly with her cousin 
Patricia. While doing it, she finds that this exposure brings her affections to the fore. She 
decides to come clean to Patricia and tell her the real story behind Gina and her breakup. 
Patricia listens to her emphatically, and Juani reflects “It occurs to me that I love my cousin 
Patricia very much” (237). Says Elspeth Probyn: “Shame illuminates our intense attachment 
to the world, our desire to be connected to others, and the knowledge that, as merely human, 
we will sometimes fail in our attempts to maintain those connections (14). Juani decides to 
own her shame by sharing her secret and, in exchange, receives an affirmation of herself and 
her affections. Juani’s family is full of secrets that cover shame. These form part of narratives 
of resistance created in order to react to that shame. Some of the personal stories, such as 
Juani’s and Nena’s, accept a reformulation and reaffirmation of the self from shame; others, 
like Alberto’s and Jimmy’s, cannot become any more than painful delusions. 
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c. The Pleasure of Sharing: Secrets, Desire, and Confessions in Rivera–Valdés’ Las 
historias prohibidas de Marta Veneranda/The Forbidden Stories of Marta Veneranda  
 In Memory Mambo, Juani is intent on finding out “the truth” in her family’s 
narratives. Secrets act as convolutions and complications of that “truth” and they process 
shame(s) that reformulate the scripts around her. In Rivera–Valdéz´s text, conversely, a 
community of Cubans living in New York is enticed by the possibility of sharing their secrets 
with a woman who awakens “complete trust in [her] discretion” (32).38 Secrets that are not so 
secret are retold in intense sessions where Marta Veneranda, a graduate student in Literature, 
records stories to rewrite them later. Rivera–Valdés begins her collection of stories with a 
pseudo– explanation on the part of Marta Veneranda of how her initial psychological study 
developed into literary enterprise that, in her opinion, allowed her to enter “more 
passionately into the labyrinths of these souls who told me their troubles and torments,” 
making her, in turn, “remember events in my own life that I had stubbornly tried to forget” 
(8).  
By making Marta choose to shift her area of study rather than renounce her prolific 
explorations in secrets and shame, the author echoes shame therapists like Morrison and 
Miller in their conviction that fiction is a very fertile ground for expressing shameful secrets. 
According to Morrison, since shame implies an attack on the self, the subject reacts 
defensively to it by masking this emotion under the guise of others like anger, contempt, 
depression, denial, or superiority (10). That is why, according to him, the freedom allowed in 
fiction “can present a unique opportunity for us to examine this emotion,” since “shame on 
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the page is easier to encounter than shame in real life” (10). On the validity of observing or 
studying fiction to analyze and ultimately help people deal with emotional life, Miller, for her 
part, believes that “ALL case studies are to a great extent fiction, even it not intentionally so. 
They are constructed in the mind of the therapist/reporter according to his or her wishes to 
communicate a point.”39 Veneranda exemplifies this clearly by refusing to comply with her 
advisor’s strict need for “scientific rigor,” and, instead, submit to the “new story too 
fascinating to resist” that each session was offering her (8).  
 What makes the stuff of “forbidden secrets,” and most specifically, of those in 
Marta’s stories? As stated in the introduction to this chapter, Anita Kelly lists three most 
common reasons for secrecy, all of them motivated by shame: a sense of personal flaw or 
inadequacy, the perceived incapacity for love, and some type of sexual transgression of taboo 
areas. These three reasons described by Kelly are highly subjective, a characteristic of 
secrecy that Marta Veneranda herself notes in the “Explanatory Note” placed as prologue to 
the collection: “an individual more often hides a chapter of his or her past because of the way 
he or she has perceived and experienced it than because of the greater or lesser weight of 
criminality or social disapproval of the episode itself” (7). Regardless of the apparent 
relevance of an experience for a subject, to become a “forbidden secret,” it has to be infused 
with shame.  
Mayté, the protagonist of “Five Windows on the Same Side” tells Marta: “Any event 
that is embarrassing enough for someone to keep it secret is that person’s forbidden story” 
(9). The triggers of embarrassment or shame are highly personal, although, as analyzed in the 
introduction to this chapter, they are also inescapably cultural. Susan Miller explains that “as 
we mature, our shame responses become more dependent on a stable set of inner standards 
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and less dependent on the moment’s stimulus” (Shame in Context 31). The three most 
common reasons for secrecy listed by Kelly echo Miller’s assumption as regards shame 
responses, since self–image, social skills, and sexual desire(s) are all embedded in a subject’s 
sense of self, but, as subjectivity formation always involves (social) standards and values, 
they are also intrinsically cultural. As the subject negotiates his/her inclusion in a particular 
narrative or discourse, shame calls attention to the boundaries of those subjectivities who 
cannot fit seamlessly into prescribed categories and molds. Thus, the subject in shame 
becomes ostensibly visible to the witness of his/her shame, who, in turn, also becomes 
shamed in the process. The question, then, remains, as to the reasons why this Cuban 
community of friends and acquaintances in New York decide to reactivate shame’s powerful 
dominion –dark secrets– and converge, in spiral sequence, in Marta’s Cuban eyes, eager ears, 
and active pen.  
 Marta feels excited to act as listener, witness and recorder of these people’s “most 
forbidden stories,” but they are also very willing to share them with her. The characters’ 
justification for their unloading are mostly related to a subsequent sense of well–being. 
Mayté, for example, pushes her friend Rodolfo to go speak with Marta because telling her 
own story to Marta “relieved her like magic” (25). Elena, Iris’s secretary, feels “an urge to 
tell my story” when she learns from Iris “how good her friend Mayté felt after coming to see 
you” (32). Rodolfo’s gay friend decides to come and speak to Marta after Rodolfo tells him 
about his own confessions to Marta “over some beers” (54). The voice in “The Most 
Forbidden of All” admits to Marta that part of her motivation for speaking to Marta is 
professional, and part is just “the pleasure of finding an intelligent listener” (93). None of the 
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characters in Rivera–Valdés’ collection repents his/her confessions, and there seem to be 
psychological reasons for their post–disclosure sense of relief. 
 As we show above, people in this group of Cuban friends and acquaintances in New 
York learn about Marta because, in their closely–knit circle of affection and gossip, their 
secrets are not secret and their stories are not so hidden after all. There is an important point 
to make here, and that is to underline the importance of gossip for this group to which Marta 
has access. Within this community of Cubans immigrants in New York, gossip has a 
powerful value, cementing their relationships and offering them opportunities for learning. 
The first of these two social functions of gossip has been put forward by British 
anthropologist R.I.M. Dunbar, who in his study on the evolutionary aspect of gossip40 affirms 
that gossip serves to bond people together within a community. He proposes, furthermore, 
that gossip replaces grooming as a way for people to maintain social relationships. Other 
researchers have recently expanded his ideas about gossip by presenting this social practice 
as a uniquely effective strategy for cultural learning. In their article on gossip, Baumester, 
Zhang, and Vohs reinforce the value of gossip as “observational learning of a cultural kind” 
(112). The specific efficacy of gossip, according to them, lies in the fact that “people can 
learn about the complexities of social and cultural life by hearing about the successes and 
especially the misadventures of others” (120). This group of Cubans in New York gossip 
about the balsamic effects of their confessions to Marta, in hopes of mutually helping one 
another cope with their secrets. 
 In her treaty on the psychology of secrets, Anita Kelly elaborates on five reasons 
described by other researchers on why people decide to reveal personal secrets, even if these 
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 Grooming, Gossip and the Evolution of Language (Harvard UP, 1996). It is worth noting here that although 
these authors stress the constructive functions of gossip, many others note the capacity of gossip to harm and 
complicate social relations.  
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may “make people look bad.” The listed reasons are: “self–clarification, social validation, 
relationship development, social control, and expression” (17). She calls attention to the fact 
that expression is the motive for revelation that has awakened the most interest on the part of 
researchers. Apparently, several studies show that as long as strong emotional images are 
stored without words, that is, at the level of sensation (a churning stomach, or a racing heart, 
for example), they continue to be the “focus of attention” of the subject, until these 
experiences can finally be “assimilated and put into words” (18). Another suggested reason 
why sharing secrets can appear so compelling is that, as people tend to experience emotion  
“when their anticipations of how the world should operate are disrupted,” there is a strong 
motivation to “interact with others” when such disruption is intense enough. Thus, people 
decide to express their secrets verbally to “confirm or disconfirm beliefs about the self and 
reconstructing assumptions about the world” when these have been seriously challenged (19).  
 This need of expression for the sake of making sense of unexpected or appalling 
circumstances is present in several characters in Marta’s stories. Mayté, the narrator and 
protagonist of “Five Windows on the Same Side,” is a middle–aged Cuban journalist who is 
very shaken by her passionate lesbian affair with her Cuban cousin Laura. Mayté’s lesbian 
attachment to Laura is not only her first same–gender sexual experience, but also a deep 
experience that has “changed my life” (9). Mayté feels comfortable enough with her Cuban 
interlocutor to admit her own prejudices, distancing herself from the U.S. society: “no matter 
how much one has adapted to this society –let’s not mince words– among us, homosexuality 
is not normal” (9). The “us” which refers to the fact that both are Cuban, reinforces Marta’s 
need for an empathic ear who can not only listen to her story but also offer an informed –
Cuban– female perspective on an issue that, as Marta wants to reinforce, is not at all 
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“normal” among Cubans, since “homosexuality becomes the limit of Cubanness, that which 
is not” (Bejel xv).  
 The contrast Mayté establishes between the –apparently– more tolerant “this society” 
(the U.S.) and the more overtly homophobic “us” (Cuba) becomes problematic, however, 
when she tells Marta about the different reactions Laura and she had towards their affair. 
Mayté considers this difference “the most astonishing part of the experience” (21). While 
Mayté is ready to tell everything to her husband, because “otherwise, I couldn’t live in peace 
with myself”(20); Laura seems to have no conflict with keeping her lesbian affairs a secret 
from her husband, since, as she pragmatically states that “what you don’t know won’t hurt 
you”(21). Conscious of her husband’s infidelities, which appear to be sanctioned by a 
chauvinistic culture, Laura enjoys her bisexuality because, she admits: “I’m not going to pass 
up a good time myself when it appears” (21). Mayté’s urgent need for disclosure impacts 
Laura as “a sign of immaturity” (21), and their different views on how to read and narrate 
their love story remains so until the end: “We parted without my understanding her need to 
live a secret life nor her understanding my need to lead an open one” (21).  
 In Mayté’s candid confession of mutual incomprehension, Rivera–Valdés clearly 
exemplifies the complexity of alternative sexual/gender/family practices and identities and 
their inescapably cultural nuances. As Bergmann and Smith explain in the introduction to 
their book, there are certain “emphases of English–language discussion of homosexuality 
(such as the continuing stress on the closet) [that] seem inappropriate to some Spanish 
speakers” (2). The authors underline the fact that different cultural contexts will many times 
question “the dubious benefits of visibility” (2). Similarly, when trying to offer a different 
analytical framework for alternative sexual/gender identities outside the United States, José 
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Quiroga reflects that in most Hispanic Caribbean societies “homosexual praxis is effective in 
these contexts in ways in which homosexual identity is not”(4). Laura’s negotiation of 
pleasure with secrecy allows her experiences that she is not going to renounce just because 
they need to be kept silent. Her attitude resounds in Roberto Strongman’s assertion that Latin 
American alternative genders and sexualities do not rely on the same notion of disclosure to 
exist, since the performance of desire is a much more defining moment than its declaration 
(Queer Globalizations 181).  
Laura and Mayté’s different attitudes toward their affair evidence the influence of two 
different cultural contexts, with their own codes, narratives, and strategies for action. Despite 
their dissimilar views on how to process their affair, Mayté’s confusion at the end of her 
interview has less to do with Laura and more to her own motivations as “whether I didn’t go 
to Chicago because of the problem with Laura, or whether the problem with Laura was 
caused by my desire to find a reason not to go to Chicago” (23). Mayté has “clarified several 
things to myself” (23) in her interview with Marta, but the word “problem” when referring to 
her lesbian affair, as well as her puzzlement as to why she has let go of her husband so easily 
show that it is in this act of secular confession that she has just begun to unravel the full 
significance of her affair. 
 Mayté’s attempt at making sense of what she has recently lived and discovered about 
herself is paralleled by her friend Rodolfo’s surprising story, “The Scent of Wild Desire.” He 
is seriously troubled by an experience which has completely challenged his self–image. 
Rodolfo comes to talk to Marta because: “if I don’t tell somebody, I’ll end up truly beyond 
the beyond” (24). The secret he feels so ashamed of is his wild desire for a smelly overweight 
neighbor for whom he repeatedly falls. Rodolfo needs to put this perplexing attachment into 
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words to gain perspective, since it clashes with the idea he has formed of himself: “I’m so 
committed to cleanliness that I’ll take a bath even if I’m running a fever of a hundred and 
four” (24). This unexpected and uncontrollable attraction has blocked his creativity and his 
ease with language. His journalistic talent has suffered and he finds himself “waiting till the 
last minute to crank out my articles, and writing them badly too” (25). The inability to 
process his affair in words is his main motivation to share a secret which he has not even 
dared tell his therapist: “I’d die first, from the shame of him knowing about this” (25). 
Rodolfo’s shame about his attraction should not be confused with a sense of guilt of 
infidelity towards his wife Iris. Rather, his sense of shame can be traced to a profound 
disillusionment with his own self–ideal. Several shame theorists agree with Susan Miller in 
that “the sole essential element of the category I have designated ‘shame’ would appear to be 
displeasure about the status of the self” (167). In the case of Rodolfo, what he has 
tremendous difficulty to come to terms with is the fact that the woman who awakens his 
wildest sexual desires “weighs about four hundred pounds” (28). Rodolfo’s resistance to his 
attraction evidences the persistent stigma in patriarchal societies towards big people in 
general –considered unhealthy, ugly, and lazy– and more particularly towards women who 
do not conform to the objectified ideal of beauty and its implied body of perfect “feminine” 
proportions. Besides her enormous body, Rodolfo’s neighbor has another characteristic 
considered a stigma in both Hispanic and Puritan traditions alike, with their shared emphasis 
on personal hygiene and care. She emanates “a horrible, fetid odor” (28), a “little sour and 
kind of salty” scent, “like shellfish rotting along the edge of a beach after they’ve been in the 
sun for several days”(28).  
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Rivera-Valdés debunks the imposition on women of physical perfection and 
impeccable body care as prerequisites of attractiveness by presenting an instance of sexual 
abandon that resides precisely in the lack of those two attributes of female desirability. 
Rodolfo makes love to his neighbor with an impetus he didn’t even know he had, and this 
puzzles him terribly, pushing him to trust Marta with his secret and demand, after his detailed 
account of the experience: “Tell me, ma’am, how would you explain the fact that somebody 
like me, who’s never been able to stand the smell of sweat, should enjoy one that’s so much 
worse?”(31). 
 Yet another character who like Mayté and Rodolfo comes to Marta in search for an 
understanding ear to put odd emotions into comprehensible words is Rodolfo’s gay friend. 
This meticulous young man is shocked by the discovery of the “dark side of [his] eroticism”: 
the only way for him to have a satisfying sexual life with his partner Michael is to watch 
heterosexual porn, or to imagine having sex with women (54). Prompted by his worried lover 
who brings home gay porn to spice up their sexual life, Rodolfo’s friend finds himself lying 
to Michael by secretly buying and watching heterosexual porn movies which “throb in my 
memory while we’re in bed and give me strength” (55). He depends on them for sexual 
pleasure with his partner, since, as he claims, “over the past three years, I have arrived at the 
climactic moment of lovemaking with my partner by imagining myself penetrating one of 
those women” (56). 
 Rodolfo’s friend is aware of his partner’s misunderstanding of his sexual abandon. 
While Michael interprets his “hunger” as passion for him, Marta’s confessor admits that this 
powerful emotion is directed to “a vagina that lives in my head” (56). The initial amusement 
created by such an odd turn of his sexual and emotional energies has now become a burden, 
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since now “the fantasies have begun to spring up anytime and anywhere, sometimes in the 
middle of solving a problem in math” (56). He is confused and afraid to experiment his 
fantasies with women in person. He ends his interview with Marta telling her: “I’ve been gay 
all my life and wouldn’t even know what to do if I found myself in a real situation like that. 
It’s lunacy, I know, but I desire these women like I’ve never desired anyone in my life. 
Doesn’t that sound strange to you?” (56).  
 It is evident that these three characters go to see Marta in search for an informed –
external– point of view that can offer insight into what they consider their outrageous and 
appalling behavior or desires. These and other interviews in the collection, however, can be 
read as much more than intimate healing conferences. In them, as it has been shown above, 
Rivera–Valdés debunks patterns of normalcy and acceptability in dominant narratives by 
presenting, successively, a happily married woman who falls passionately in a lesbian affair, 
an obsessively meticulous man sexually aroused by a fat smelly woman, and a gay man in a 
committed relationship haunted by heterosexual erotic fantasies. The author’s efficacy in her 
questioning of imposed models is reinforced, moreover, if we revisit these interviews not 
simply as necessary confessions but rather as affirmative expressions of the self.  
 Kelly offers a very compelling reason for the disclosure of secrets that has not yet 
been recognized as such: “the extent to which the secret keeper feels that the secret is central 
to his or her identity” (20). The characters in Rivera–Valdés’ fictions are looking for an 
opportunity to revisit experiences or sensations that –even though unexpected– have revealed 
to them a side of their selves in which they find affirmation through pleasure and/or the 
possibility of agency. In the dialectical and sensual experience of confession they make these 
more visible to others, as well as to themselves. As many of the “forbidden stories” in this 
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collection are related to sexual or sensual experiences, it becomes relevant here to discuss 
Foucault’s assumption of the intrinsic connection between sex and confession in Western41 
societies. He contends that “it is in the confession that truth and sex are joined, through the 
obligatory and exhaustive expression of an individual secret” (61). The people who come and 
talk to Marta do so willingly, profusely and with exasperating detail. The combination of 
truth and pleasure in confession in the Foucaldian sense rings true in these characters’ 
accounts to Marta. The sense of religious obligation to confess, though omnipresent, is not 
the main force driving these people to speak out. Although their voluntary accounts may 
signal them as looking for absolution, these characters are in fact refusing to condemn 
forbidden pleasures and behaviors to invisibility or oblivion. They choose, instead, to 
reaffirm themselves in their confessions and to dare see their new selves in another’s 
person’s eyes. 
 Thus, in her narration of the first time she and Laura made love, Mayté delights in 
claiming boldness and erotic initiative: “I took her hand and led her to my bed. I took her.” 
(19). She dwells in the details of that first time, recreating them for Marta so as to savor the 
moment again, as well as to offer Marta an account of an experience treasured in shame but 
now revealed in pride: “I caressed and kissed every piece and fold of that body with an 
intensity and passion I had never put into my lovemaking before, and she reciprocated with 
furious splendor” (19). Likewise, Rodolfo does not keep any minutia of his unexpected 
sexual drive and fervor: “I went to her with my pants down, before I could finish taking them 
off. I climbed on top of her and penetrated her –slowly at first, but then strong and savage” 
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 Would these Cubans living in New York qualify as “Westeners” in Foucault’s view? I contend they would, 
because of the society they live in, their –mostly– Catholic upbringing and their strong sense of shame/guilt 
with respect to sex and alternative sexual experiences. A question remains as to whether two characters who are 
still living in Cuba, Laura and Rocío, and their less inhibited attitudes towards sexual pleasure could qualify as 
“non–Western” under Foucault’s standards.  
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(30). The enthusiasm with which he relates his encounter with the –supposedly disgusting– 
neighbor reaffirms that he, perhaps out of chauvinism, is in fact quite proud of his frantic 
“macho” sexual energy. Martirio, the voice in “The Most Forbidden of All,” relates to Marta 
the beautiful surprise of having found love at fifty–four. Her initial prejudices as regards the 
young age of her new lover, Rocío, are swept away by Martirio’s certainty that she is the one 
for her. After a long list of heterosexual and homosexual loves, Martirio tells Marta of her 
failed search for the lover who would follow the intricate erotic scripts she so enjoyed while 
being a young shameless lover to married men. Martirio takes her time in recreating for 
Marta the amazement at having found the person who knows exactly how to follow her 
intimate script for love-making. She repeats Rocío’s words of enticement with surprise and 
delight:  
  Take a good look, my queen, I’m just the way you want me. Just for you  
  alone, just for you to enjoy. Now you are going to offer me the same. Leave 
  your fingers where they are and open up your legs. Let me take a good look at 
  you now. You see how good I am to you, mami. That’s how good you’re  
  going to be for me. Give it to me, mami. The same as I’m giving it to you.  
  (131) 
 
The erotic investment and enjoyment of sharing hidden pleasures, as well as the affirmation 
of the self this provides is by no means strange or unusual, since, as Foucault explains:  
  We have at least invented a different kind of pleasure: pleasure in the  
  truth of pleasure, the pleasure of knowing that truth, of discovering and  
  exposing it, the fascination of seeing it and telling it, of captivating and  
  capturing others by it, of confiding it in secret, of luring it out in the open–the 
  specific pleasure of the true discourse on pleasure. (71) 
 
The testimonies of Mayté, Rodolfo, and Martirio seek to expose a hidden side of their selves 
which they decide to underscore and affirm through the practice and discourse of pleasure.  
 Pleasure, however, is not the only self–validating force driving these interviews. Also 
present in other characters –particularly women– is the will to present to a witness a view of 
 56 
 
the self with powers of agency which appear denied by the prevailing discourse. In her 
reading of The Forbidden Stories as feminist writing, Jacqueline Herranz Brooks points out 
precisely how “Rivera–Valdés is against, in particular, the most traditional and yet dominant 
forms of representing the female subjectivity within the patriarchal culture and she articulates 
this battle throughout her characters” (13). Both the protagonists of “Adela’s Lovely Eyes” 
and “Between Friends” react with efficacy against situations which do not award them much 
possibility for action. The first story provides a crude account of Latina factory workers in 
the mid–sixties, with their long hours, scanty pay, and horrible work conditions: “As soon as 
the machinery got going, the ear–splitting noise and chemical smells were unbearable” (71). 
The protagonist of the story is determined to drive not only herself, but also her dear friend 
Adela, towards achieving as much independence as they can: “We’re going to pass the high 
school equivalency test, get into a special program for women I’ve found out about, and take 
ourselves to college” (81). She is not deterred even by the fact that her friend Adela has lost 
most of her vision because of her factory work, and when Adela finds herself about to get 
fired because of her reduced productivity, her friend is not shy to come to her rescue, using 
her body to bargain with their boss: “He narrowed his blue eyes and said we could discuss 
her case, but in a more comfortable atmosphere” (79).  
In a satirical turn of events, Rivera–Valdés writes the boss as impotent: “but he tried 
and tried and couldn’t after all” (80). Adela’s friend has another tool for leverage, her 
“discretion” about the affair, and she uses it. Adela stays in the factory until she decides to 
leave, together with her friend. In the end, both “graduated with completely different majors 
… I graduated as a nutritionist while she majored in literature,” and the pride in such 
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accomplishment becomes patent when the protagonist boasts to Marta: “What do you think 
of that?”(82).  
 Says Herranz Brooks: “It is precisely these character–narrators’ agency and capacity 
to transform their own lives that defines the exceptionality of Rivera–Valdés’ female 
characters in Las historias prohibidas/The Forbidden Stories” (13). Adela’s friend does not 
resign herself to financial dependency or to mechanical work and low wages. Instead, she 
makes use of her brains and her beauty to aim for more. The main character of “Between 
Friends,” Elena, finally decides to do the same about her abusive husband. She tells Marta 
her story of long years of physical and economical subjugation: “I suffered and suffered, and 
didn’t have a thing, not even residency in this country. I can’t find the words to tell you how 
I felt. More lowly than a cockroach and completely helpless” (41). Although she starts to 
work to gain autonomy and to get out of the house, most of her wages “went into his pocket 
for him to spend” (40). She does not feel attached to his violent ways, but she “didn’t know 
how [she] could leave” (41).  
Finally, when her husband becomes very ill with tuberculosis and becomes bedridden 
at a hospital, Elena is getting ready to go to lunch with two friends and she remembers that “I 
bent over the valve of the oxygen tank to open it a bit, but instead of turning it to the left, I 
turned it to the right, toward the closed position. I felt it reach the point where it wouldn’t 
turn anymore. I tightened it a little bit, then more firmly, all without interrupting my 
conversation with Monica and Yokasta” (46). Although when she finishes her voluntary 
confession of murder to Marta, Elena seems bewildered and skeptical: “do you believe I 
could have been capable of disconnecting the machine …?” it is very suggestive that her 
memories of the incident are very specific and detailed. By describing to Marta how she had 
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to apply some precision and strength to cut the oxygen flow to her agonizing husband, Elena 
is claiming responsibility for the outcome of such action. She is left a widow who can now 
have a cup of coffee with her friends “without my worrying that somebody would come and 
interrupt us” (47).  
As Herranz Brooks reflects when commenting on this story: “Behind the layer of 
black humor, a traditionally ignored and censored social situation like the pact of silence 
established among abusers, victims, the police, and the judges is denounced” (14). Elena 
finally and definitely takes justice in her own hands, freeing herself of more than fifteen 
years of violence and dejection, and by telling Marta of her crime, she is refusing to let that 
final act of reaction go unnoticed.  
 Kelly affirms that when people decide what secrets to reveal, they prefer to uncover 
those secrets that do “capture who they really are” (22). Even though the stories in Rivera–
Valdés’ collection have been categorized as “forbidden” by those who come to offer them to 
Marta, the shame that has kept the stories–partially– hidden has also awakened a new sense 
of self in the narrators, and these secrets “that they reveal are likely to be ones that still allow 
them to see themselves in a favorable light” (Kelly 22).  
 Author Rivera–Valdés complicates many assumptions, including what is considered 
shameful, in prevailing narratives in the context of American society. Examples of this are 
those situations, for example, where she –with a touch of humor– depicts desire that is not 
compliant with taboos or preconceived standards of what is attractive or expected. Neat 
Rodolfo craves sex with an overweight and smelly woman, and his gay friend finds himself 
consumed by erotic fantasies with women. Other examples of the author’s profound 
questioning of dominant discourse are her depictions of female subjectivities and desires. Her 
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female narrators debunk patriarchal patterns of submissive or impotent women. The female 
narrators/protagonists in these stories dare explore their lesbian desires (Mayté), engage in 
effective retaliations to violence (Elena), and negotiate more agency by using their assets 
(Adela’s friend). Even though in dominant discourse their behaviors, affects, and desires 
could be labeled as shameful, they also trigger an “intensification of the subject’s relation to 
itself, or its sense of itself as self” (Ahmed 104). The narrators in Rivera– Valdés’ stories 
refuse to keep these new aspects of their subjectivities invisible and tell them aloud for Marta 
and themselves to witness. 
d. Sometimes It Gets Lonely in Here: Shame, Violence, and the Closet in Thomas 
Glave’s Whose Song? And Other Stories 
 As previously shown in the analysis of Memory Mambo and Las Historias 
Prohibidas, silence and ignorance are not always innocent. The intentional refusal to know or 
acknowledge certain situations or dynamics is a very effective strategy for domination. What 
is willingly ignored remains outside the discursive possibilities of dialogue. Therefore, 
interlocutors who demand –either explicitly or tacitly– more elastic dialectical frameworks 
sometimes are not listened to, or rather, are carefully edited. In her seminal work 
Epistemology of the Closet (1990) Eve Kosofsky–Sedgwick states that “ignorance is as 
potent and as multiple a thing there is as knowledge” (4). After relating the anecdote of the 
meeting of presidents Reagan and Mitterrand, Sedgwick concludes that “[i]t is the one with 
less ability who ends up defining the terms of the exchange” (4).42 What she so clearly points 
out in this work is how premeditated silence or ignorance of certain matters creates a 
configuration of relationships where the one who refuses to know claims the power, 
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 She referred to the fact that when they met, as Reagan claimed inability to speak any French, it was “the 
urbane Mitterrand who [had to] negotiate in an acquired tongue …”   
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imposing on the other the need to negotiate discourse from the hidden and dark space of ‘the 
closet.’43  
When the imposed silence or ignorance is related to what bodies do, or more 
specifically, to how bodies are read and written in gender and sexual terms, the social 
consequences are far–reaching and very potent. Eudine Barriteau’s definition of gender 
serves as a starting point for this discussion. According to her, gender refers to “complex 
systems of personal and social relations through which women and men are socially created 
and maintained, and through which they gain access to, or are allocated, status and power and 
material resources within society” (27). What Barriteau aims at in her article is to underscore 
the material consequences of rigid patriarchal gender systems in Caribbean contexts, where 
gender relations have consequences that go far beyond the interpersonal and impact directly 
on the political and the economic, that is, on the configuration of the state (28).  
To move away from patriarchal structures of gender configuration, according to 
Barriteau, “the state must confront the hierarchies created with the construct of the masculine 
and the feminine. It is a construct that influences the distribution of resources and the 
capacity to benefit from them. It also encodes relations of domination” (33). In such 
construct, alternative sexualities and genders are defined as the limit, the negative, the 
outside. In his book on gay identities in Cuba, Bejel states that “modern definitions of 
homosexuality are closely related to those of modern national identity” (xxiii), and in these 
definitions “nationalist discourse and heterosexism often support each other” (xv). If the 
nation, as Bejel and Ahmed consider, presents an unavoidable model of community, “ the 
‘hope’ for the subject, insofar as it guarantees the ‘pursuit of happiness’ as its original goal” 
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 As we will show in the discussion in this chapter, ‘the closet’ may offer comparative advantages for self–
configuration and expression, depending on the cultural context.  
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(Ahmed 126), then, those who dare subvert “societal boundaries that encode gendered 
relations of power” frequently suffer the “greatest penalties in patriarchal societies” 
(Barriteau 31). Perhaps the most painful of these penalties has been and remains to be social 
invisibility.  
 In the context of Caribbean societies, Tara Atluri affirms that “attitudes towards 
homosexuality range from vehement hatred complete with death threats, to a maddening 
silence which is itself a disavowal of sexual difference. Homosexuality is dismissed, loathed 
and ignored by Caribbean culture” (4). Thomas Glave contends with this issue not only in 
some of the stories in Whose Song? and Other Stories, but also in his collection of lyrical 
essays Words to Our Now: Imagination and Dissent (2005). In many of the essays in this 
collection, Glave attempts to convey to the reader the oppressive and sometimes even life–
threatening situation of homosexual subjects in Jamaican culture. He speaks about “surviving 
amid the terrible hushes and the violence that daily threatens our lives” (10). Imposed silence 
is enforced mainly by fear, and that is why “‘coming out’ is still, as this book appears in 
print, neither a commonly accepted nor widely practiced phenomenon in Jamaica…” (239). 
As in many other discourses of nation and belonging throughout the Caribbean, Glave 
relates how Jamaican society rejects homosexuals as importing to the island foreign practices 
which pervert national values and structures: “‘you shoulda dead bwoy,’ they would say. 
‘Gwan with that nasty foreign business,’ they would say” (19). Glave’s collection of essays 
appears as a clear intervention in spaces where silence tends to prevail. If homosexuals in 
Jamaica are expected, according to Glave, to retire to “an outer region of silence where 
shame, caressed and fortified by prejudice, may triumph” (120), he proclaims that “We are 
not a new ‘fashion,’ not something brought back by an ICI from Curaçao or North America” 
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(20). He states what he deems to be his duty, the responsibility to “dissent, resist, and work 
against a greed that cares little…” (95). 
 Glave’s motivation to resist the Jamaican imposition of silence and secrecy on 
alternative sexualities becomes evident also in some of the stories in Whose Song? These 
narratives are written in a highly metaphorical style, where images become vivid through a 
multiplicity of sensory details. Some of them appear to take place in rural contexts, while 
others unfold in urban neighborhoods.44 In “Commitment,” the second narrative in the 
collection, Glave presents the complicated triangle of two teenage male lovers and a pregnant 
girl in a rural setting. Ricky and Lou Jay have loved each other in secret for years. Their 
dream is to get together “[f]ar away from the eyes, from the Now–what–y’all–got–into–
some–nasty–shit–no–doubt pressed lips and hands on hips. Far from the sucked teeth and 
curling sneers.” (30). But now they have to part. Ricky is getting married to Renee tomorrow 
because she is pregnant. He has not decided to go ahead with this himself, though. The 
decision has been made for him by his father: “What he got to go on and try to force me to 
get married for?” (28). Ricky’s father attempt at normalizing his baby boy is forcefully 
imposed by the tacit threat of violence, and Ricky is well aware of this: “Fittin to shoot off 
my ass if I don’t marry my little Renee. And you know he could shoot good.” (29) In what 
appears to be their last intimate conversation, Lou Jay conveys to Ricky how serious his 
father is about the threats: “You know Daddy Malcolm ain’t playing. I think he would rather 
see you dead. He don’t want him no sissy son no matter what.” (33)  
In Lou Jay’s conviction Glave echoes his own about the power of prejudices making 
Jamaican people prefer a son to be a thief rather than a “faggot,” a daughter to be a whore 
                                                 
44
 It is especially those situated in urban backgrounds (Jamaican districts of New York City) where Glave seems 
to evoke Jamaican contexts more explicitly. 
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than a sodomite (Words 52). Ricky’s father’s imposition of marriage on his youngest son is 
no conventional hurry to hide a teenage mother’s shameful ‘broken virtue.’ Daddy Malcolm 
is well aware of what is going on between his son and Lou Jay, even though he has never 
acknowledged or talked about it. Ricky is sure of this, as he tells Lou Jay that “[h]e been 
knowing. Why the hell else you think he been pushing me all up in Renee’s face?” (31).  
 In spite of the clear violence threat on the part of his own father, Ricky tells Lou: “I 
don’t want to marry that girl, Lou” (32). His heterosexual experimentation has rendered 
consequences unsuspected to him and he is not ready to face them with such long–term 
commitment as marriage. He is resentful and angry, and tries to blame the current situation 
on Lou Jay for not even attempting to fake ‘normalcy’ by having had at least one girlfriend: 
“[y]ou could have saved us a whole lotta trouble that way. Maybe Daddy wouldn’t be 
breathing all down my neck if you did” (32). Both Lou Jay and Ricky resist what Ahmed 
describes as the impact of shame of queer desires in patriarchal heteronormative societies: 
“shame becomes both a domesticating feeling and a feeling of domestication” (107). Neither 
Lou Jay accedes to hide his homosexuality under the cover of relationships with women, nor 
does Ricky hide his anger at having to comply with his father’s demands for manhood and 
respectability. Ricky’s anger, however, becomes so intensified under the explicit humiliation 
by his own father that the consequences turn out to be disastrous.  
 Under the scorching son and while Lou Jay, Ricky, and Renee are walking and 
talking, Ricky’s dad makes his ominous appearance. Just when it seems that Ricky is about 
to confess to Renee who his real love is, Ricky’s father has his “gun pointed directly at his 
son’s back,” and they hear “[a] click from the trigger” (50). Daddy Malcolm talks imposingly 
from the cabin of his pick–up truck: “Y’all know Ricky’s my baby son. Seven boys, six 
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married, tomorrow the last one. And it’s gone happen, too. So nice to see young people 
loving each other, living a normal life” (50). When Daddy Malcolm leaves the three 
teenagers behind, he is sure of having reigned over any attempts at disclosure on the part of 
his son or his lover. Lou Jay starts to walk away from the soon–to–be married couple, but 
suddenly turns his head towards screams: “[h]e saw Renee. Down in the dirt on the side of 
the road. And saw Ricky, pulling her hair and kicking her all around, especially in her 
stomach. Saw her bleeding, spitting up blood. Saw how she tried to get up, and how Ricky 
punched her hard, right in the mouth, then kicked her in the side of her head” (53). Ricky’s 
murderous streak has been fueled by frustration and shame. Says Susan Miller: “shame 
traumatizes because it produces intolerable rage, not because it produces intolerable strain on 
self–esteem” (The Shame Experience 53). 
 Ricky is ashamed of his impotence, of his treason to Lou Jay, of his cowardice before 
his father, of his –even if ephemeral– attraction to Renee, and of his inability to change the 
course of his life. In his act of blind rage, Ricky seals his fate and also that of his lover. When 
Lou Jay desperately runs down the hill to stop the beating, he starts “feeling his heart 
chugging up inside him in the way of the heart attack that had been predicted for him before 
the reached forty, just like his daddy” (53). The story ending crashes the innocence and 
beauty of Ricky and Lou Jay’s love with a fulfilled premonition of what the hidden forces of 
shame–ridden silence and invisibility can unleash.   
Another story in this collection which shows crude violence weaved in constructions 
of normative genders and sexualities is “Whose Song?” The first line of the story already 
anticipates its violent scenario: “Yes, now they’re waiting to rape her, but how can they 
know?”(235). What the three young rapists do not know for certain –but suspect– is that the 
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beautiful girl they are about to rape, Cassandra, “[h]asn’t known a man yet. Hasn’t wanted to. 
How can they know? She prefers Tanya’s lips, the skin–touch of silk… Tanya. Who makes 
her come and come again when the mamas are away, when houses settle back into silent time 
and wrens swoopflutter their wings down into the nightbird’s song” (235). Cassandra’s 
indifference to the boys only sets them “[w]anting more of Cassandra because she doesn’t 
want them” (237). Glave makes explicit allusion to prevailing conceptions of beauty and 
manhood in this area of the Bronx. Cassandra is all the more attractive to these boys because 
she is “lightskinned,” and these young men know that the “darkskinned ones aren’t even 
hardly what they want” (235). Racist parameters of female beauty have sunk deep into these 
black boys because “[t]hey have been taught, have learned well and well” (235).  
 The three boys, Robbie, Dee, and Bernard, are victims of their own cropped dreams 
and imposed models of violence to prove their (black) manhood. As Eva Tettenborn 
convincingly argues in her article on the story, the “three men imitate the behavior of the 
stereotypical heterosexual black rapist and thus aim to place themselves within the 
framework of societal normalcy” (855). They are haunted by a realm of impossibilities and 
fated possibilities of “what they can be, they think, are told by that outer chorus they can be –
black boys, pretty boys, big dicks, tight asses, pretty boys, black scum, or funky homie trash– 
and cannot” ( Whose Song 240). As Tettenborn suggests, “Cassandra is not the only victim 
of this rape,” since in their rushed and desperate search for conformity to parameters of 
normalcy for young black males, the three boys/men “have been victimized by a white and 
black hetero–patriarchal society” (856). Robbie has to prove to others and to himself that his 
homoerotic desires are not who he truly is inside, Bernard is intent on erasing painful 
memories of repeated rape at an orphanage, and Dee simply “hates his skin and a mind half 
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gone” (246).  All of them seem to be intent on overcoming fear (of broken destinies) and 
shame, and they force each other to do this through the redeeming power of abject violence 
against a woman: “[b]anging out his fear like the others, ain’t even hardly no faggot ass” 
(247). If homosexuality is not an option for black manhood, violence surely is –in patriarchal 
narratives– perhaps the clearest marker of masculinity, regardless of skin color. 
  Steve Connor denounces the construction of maleness through violence as the “plot 
of patriarchy,” and confesses that he is “ashamed most of all of the violence that is 
inseparable from being a man” (213). He states that “boys and men grow up in an 
atmosphere and expectation of violence” and he feels ashamed of having acquiesced to 
accept that (235). In the case of black masculinities in the United States, as Keith Boykin 
asserts, homosexuality means even another layer of difference, since for black homosexuals 
“sexual orientation can often be just another example of their otherness…” (90). It is this 
extra component of “otherness” which may finally isolate them for good. 
 Robbie, one of the three young rapists, knows very well he has to submit to violence 
“[f]or now he must be a man for them. Must show the steel. Robbie don’t be fronting, he 
prays they think, Robbie be hard” (242). Robbie fears his friends will discover his 
homosexual desires, and he wonders if he will “be dead within a year like so many others” 
(242). Robbie’s anxiety about the group’s acceptance of him as a man echoes Ahmed’s 
conviction that shame is always rooted in the perception of a failure to comply with ideals 
one has been taught to love (The Cultural Politics 106). Robbie’s fear is not so much about 
coming to terms with what his body tells him, but about not being loved for that: “Will the 
big boys finally love you, take you in, Robbie, if you be hard?” (242). Robbie feels he needs 
to engage his body into the violent act of raping a woman to be able to be accepted into the 
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group as one of them. The double sense of the English word “hard” serves to amplify 
Robbie’s struggle here. He has to be “hard” meaning “brave, courageous, and ‘macho,’” to 
gather the nerve to sexually abuse a girl he knows, and he also has to make an explicit 
display of his manhood by being “hard,” i.e., with a virile and powerful erection. 
 Theorist Raewyn Connell speaks about gender constructions and bodies in difference 
and states that  
  …bodily difference becomes social reality through body–reflexive practices, 
  in which the social relations of gender are experienced in the body (as sexual 
  arousals and turn–offs, as muscular tensions and posture, as comfort and  
  discomfort) and are themselves constituted in bodily action (in sexuality, in 
  sport, in labor, etc). The social organization of these practices in a patriarchal 
  gender order constitutes difference as dominance, as unavoidably hierarchical. 
  (231) 
 
Robbie, Bernard, and Dee appear afraid of desires that may claim their bodies away from the 
cultural configuration of ‘normality’ for black men. To assuage those fears –which are 
profoundly rooted in shame– they make each other perform the masculine act of penetration 
as incontestable truth of their normative –heterosexual– manhood: “He a man, all right. 
Robbie! Ain’t no faggot, yo. Not like we heard” (243). Out of “the fear of fear,” the three 
young men form a brutal front against a woman. As Glave reveals in an interview with Gene 
Jarrett: “I found that discovery truly fascinating –that someone would prefer to be a gang–
rapist [to being] a homosexual. But in a patriarchal, misogynist society, violence against 
women in order to prove one’s manliness will probably prevail every time over the vileness 
of being ‘like’ a woman, that is, homosexual” (1230).  
 Cassandra needs to be doubly subjugated because she is a woman and also a lesbian. 
As a beautiful girl who has dared explore and enjoy her lesbianism, she needs to be contained 
and punished: “[t]ill you know we the ones in control…” (Whose Song 246). Robbie, 
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Bernard, and Dee attack Cassandra for being all they dare not and never will be: free to 
explore the possibilities within themselves. Tettenborn claims that “their internalized self–
loathing causes them to transfer their hatred of homosexuality onto the girl. Ultimately, they 
rape themselves in Cassandra” (860). As we discussed in the previous section with the story 
“Commitment,” one of the clearest pointers of the presence of shame in the subject is 
“intolerable rage” that needs to be redirected away from the ego (Miller, The Shame 53). 
Cassandra appears as the perfect target where to direct the fury of their shame at 
failed dreams of a fulfilled masculinity. By being a beautiful, independent, and sexually 
assertive young woman, Cassandra challenges the boys profoundly in their most intimate –
shameful– secrets and impossibilities. “Banging out [their] fear” (246) into her, the boys lose 
the opportunity to find in Cassandra a friend and an ally. Instead, as Tettenborn concludes: 
“[t]he song to which the title refers is not only the song of Cassandra’s rape but also the song 
of Robbie’s, Bernard’s, and Dee’s destroyed identities” (858). The shame of broken 
possibilities for these young men provokes such fury that a scapegoat needs to be found. Her 
sacrifice brings no solace though, because after the crime all that is left is “burning forests 
behind their own eyes, the crackling and the shame…” (247).  
 Not only Robbie, Bernard, and Dee are running away from the shame and fear of 
their own desires. In “The Final Inning,” a young black gay man has died of AIDS but his 
family and friends refuse to acknowledge his illness or his homosexuality. Some of his 
friends and family get together after the funeral service and spend their time with small talk, 
knowing too well that those “weren’t even really the issues,” but sure that “by then they just 
wanted to leave it all behind (especially what had happened in the church)” (154). They have 
all attended the church service because paying Duane respect was “the way you should for 
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someone like Duane whom almost everyone had loved in spite of that” (155). Now at 
Tamara’s, they all seem to get busy preparing some food and getting the house warm. 
However, “the principal shit was Duane and those others too, still on everybody’s mind after 
what had happened” (156). They start talking about “that” because they need to overcome the 
“damn shame” the incident represents for them (156). 
 The incident they seem to be trying to leave behind but cannot stop talking about is 
the presence of a “white” gay friend of Duane who stepped up to the front of the church and 
publicly acknowledged Duane’s homosexuality and the real cause of his death: 
  My name (then louder) my is JAMES MITCHELL SCROGGINS 
  and no you won’t make me SHUT UP cause I’m PROUD to be here today as 
  a GAY friend of DUANE’S and a (shouting over the rage) HUMAN BEING 
  GODDAMNIT just like DUANE WAS TOO and now why won’t you SAY 
  IT he died of AIDS of AIDS… (171)  
 
 This incident shows how shame can act as a silencing blanket that covers and asphyxiates at 
the same time. The difficulty, or rather impossibility, of speaking out loud about 
(sexual/affective) difference even within circles of love is discussed by Glave in one of his 
essays in Words to Our Now (2005). In his essay “On the Difficulty of Confiding” Glave 
refers to how hard it becomes to sustain friendships with heterosexual couples when they 
tacitly demand silence on the part of their homosexual friends as regards their intimate 
experiences and feelings. According to Glave, heterosexual couples seem to send the 
message that “we’re better off not knowing, and we wish that you would have enough 
decorum not to force it down our throats” (120). Duane’s family prefers to remain ignorant 
or uncertain as to his affective life and the real illness that took him away, because 
acknowledging whom he loved and why and how he died may become too shameful and too 
difficult to overcome.  
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As Sedgwick affirms about purposeful silences: “these ignorances…are produced by 
and correspond to particular knowledges and circulate as part of particular regimes of truths” 
(Epistemology 8). In Duane’s family’s narrative of truth and belonging, no black man can 
also identify himself or be identified as homosexual, and that is why when speaking about 
Duane’s vocal friend they first refer to him as “white.” Gregory, Jacquie’s husband, corrects 
them on the speaker’s “whiteness” and they decide that he must be a “half–breed,” since 
“[w]ouldn’t no real black man do some shit like that” (160). The imposition of normative 
heterosexuality on the black male makes these women refuse to acknowledge Duane’s and 
his friends’ difference, calling the latter “faggots and bulldaggers” (160), and shedding doubt 
on Duane being one of them at all: “that probably ain’t even true” (159).  
 It is interesting, though, to see that Duane has two allies within this circle of people. 
One of them, Gregory, remains mostly passive and observant, tied up by his shame. He holds 
his bisexuality a secret and prefers to think of his homosexual desires and adventures in 
“parks, alleyways, redlit (bloodlit) bars: fuckrooms/darkrooms” as belonging to 
“someotherbody fucking else there lonely” (164). Although he loved Duane dearly and 
meekly tries to stop the demeaning conversation about him and his friends, Greg is also 
deterred by his inner shame of his desires, and determined to keep his bisexuality in the 
closet, in order for his family to be “safe from other people’s eyes… Safe from the truth” 
(182). Duane’s other ally, and a powerfully vocal one, is beautiful Nicky, who remains silent 
for the first part of the story but then decides to speak up and does so with eloquence and 
crudeness:  
  You ain’t gone tell me nothing. Y’all can’t say shit to me cause –word, the 
  whole time Duane was sick I ain’t never seen not one a y’all up in his house. 
  Not to stop by and visit. Not even to call. So now y’all can sit up in here  
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  talking about faggot so –and– so but when the shit was down y’all couldn’t 
  even visit the motherfucker. I ain’t never seen not one a y’all. Not one! (176) 
 
Nicky holds Duane’s so called friends and family accountable for their indifference and 
hypocrisy: “Y’all can talk a whole lotta shit, but what the fuck y’all really know about 
faggots? You ever kiss one?” (176). She tells the group that “not even his mother” looked 
after Duane the way his “faggot” friends did (177). Nicky demolishes the group’s 
“innocence” and they know that after her denunciation, they cannot “pull back” (176), 
because what they did not know –or rather refused to know– they knew already: “y’all don’t 
know nothing cause y’all didn’t wanna know” (176).  
 Nicky becomes Duane’s spokesperson because he has asked her to be so: “Nicky girl, 
don’t let Mama and them tell no lies. They gone try to change it and say I died a something 
else. I know she gone try cover it up” (177). Duane was well aware of the dynamics of shame 
within his family circle. He asks Nicky to act as a clarifier, an opener (of the closet!), and to 
resist the power of “ignorance and opacity” as they “collude or compete with knowledge in 
mobilizing the flows of energy, desire, goods, meanings, persons” (Sedgwick, Epistemology 
4). Duane thus leaves Nicky in charge of resisting the narrative of “domestication” of desire 
(Ahmed 107) persistent in his family, and makes her responsible for confronting the narrative 
by calling attention to his frail and weak, not normative, homosexual body.  
 A different type of resistance to domestication –and closeting– of desires is shown in 
the story “–And Love Them?” Here, Glave recreates the inner thoughts of a white woman 
who cannot transcend her racial prejudices and admit her attraction –or even love– for a 
black man. She considers herself “an educated woman” who is “still pretty good–looking for 
[her] age” (95). Her constant preoccupation is black people and how to “feel them, feel what 
they might be thinking or feeling” (96). She resists the idea that she may have racial 
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prejudices but still calls black people “they” and “them.” She has very stereotypical ideas 
about her black colleagues: “[t]hey’re very emotional. All of them are…” (98). Despite her 
continual ‘othering’ of black people, she appeases herself by claiming to be a very 
compassionate person who knows well that “[y]ou have to have compassion for people, no 
matter what color they are” (100). Her compassionate feelings, however, are quickly 
dismantled if she does not receive the attention or the smile she is expecting, and then, “like 
before, so many times before I’m thinking I hate you too, you son of a bitch, somebody tries 
to reach out to you and be friendly, who the hell are you?” (108).  
 Although she can acknowledge being frustrated by and having aggressive impulses 
towards black people, she finds it far more difficult to accept and verbalize her attachment to 
a black man: “And –just once– one time– I don’t know why. I don’t. I just– I dated one…” 
(108). The feelings of abandonment and passion she felt when making love to him were 
unfamiliar to her, “[j]ust wild” (112). To share intimacy and give away control scared her 
and made her angry: “[g]et off me you black bastard” (113). The shame she feels for daring 
experience a relationship that is still taboo in American society prompts violent impulses: 
“I’d like to kill you you black bastard kill you” (113). She tries to justify these negative and 
violent feelings by putting the blame onto her lover and his supposedly hate within: “he 
wasn’t saying anything but you could tell he was angry” (113). When confronted with ‘the 
other’ in intimacy, she reacts with utter racism, finding his eyes “really horrible like they 
were on fire or something, with all that blood” (115). That is when, she finally states, “you 
really begin to hate them” (115). After she realizes that she has transgressed the cultural 
taboo of interracial relationships and has made love with a black man, she lets herself be 
invaded by shame and “all at once that room we were sitting drinking coffee in and the whole 
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apartment began to look old, small, mean and shrinking in, so dark and ugly and even creepy 
all of a sudden, really spooky…” (116). The woman’s description of the apartment seems to 
act as a metaphor of her black lover as seen under her new –deeply ashamed– prejudiced 
sight. In this tale of a tormented white middle–class woman, Glave dives deep into the 
strength of internalized stereotypes. By trying to expose her inner struggle and loneliness, the 
author shows how prejudices obstruct or impede experiencing affections that do not conform 
to the norm or that are considered shameful in a culture where the color of the skin 
predetermines the kind of person one is or can become.  
e. To Hush, To Blush… 
 In this chapter we explored the complicated dynamics of shame as translated into the 
structure of secrets, confessions, narratives, and the closet. Our analysis aimed at showing 
that shame is felt on the subject’s body, but it is always as much personal as culturally 
produced. Shame falls on the body that does not conform to the normative narrative and in 
this incapacity or refusal to fit into molds, the shamed/shameful body calls attention to its 
boundaries and its existence. Thus the relevance of the relationship between shame and 
visibility, whose presence is recorded all throughout this chapter. Shame renders the outline 
of the transgressor visible, but it also befalls onto the subject that is not visible or 
acknowledged. Characters in the three fictions studied in this chapter negotiate this 
dialectical bond between shame and visibility by rewriting or reformulating the discourses 
that narrate them. They create spaces of secrecy to protect and nourish their non–normative 
desires and identities, but also because they cannot leave them out in the open to grow freely. 
In their efforts to construct safe(r) spaces in secrets, they resist narratives of shame. These 
spaces do not, however, always provide them with viable alternatives for self–expression and 
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agency. These characters’ stubborn attempts at narrating themselves, though, exemplify the 
strength of self–awareness that has been awakened by shame.  
  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2 
 
The Need to See the Self: Shame, Narcissism, and Masochism in Ángel Lozada’s No quiero 
quedarme sola y vacía, Mayra Santos-Febres’ Sirena Selena, and Emanuel Xavier’s Christ-
Like 
[T]he essence of narcissistic concern is a yearning 
for absolute uniqueness and sole importance to 
someone else, a “significant other.”  
-- Andrew P. Morrison (Shame: the Underside of Narcissism 1989) 
 
[L]iberal societies should acknowledge our inherent 
neediness and do its utmost to protect each individual 
from it through social welfare provisions, 
educational opportunities, and the creation of a 
culture of empathy. 
       --Arlene Stein (Shameless: Sexual Dissidence in American Culture 2006) 
 
 The previous chapter discussed various sides of the complex dynamics between shame 
and visibility. This relationship appears again in this chapter, as it crystallizes in two 
psychological/ affective configurations intimately related to shame: narcissism and masochism. 
The narcissist is obsessively preoccupied with self-image, as it becomes reflected in mirrors, 
people’s reactions, social recognition, and other forms of image appraisal that are always 
personal as well as social. The masochist seems imprisoned in a self-deprecating system through 
which suffering grants some form of validation or visibility. The strong undercurrent of shame in 
both dynamics compels the self to find ways to either react strongly against it with narcissistic 
self-absorption and haughtiness, or adopt masochism’s powerful position of the permanent 
victim.  
This chapter explores the deep connection between shame, narcissism, and masochism, 
attempting to offer reflections that transcend the particular case study, to encompass whole 
groups’ dynamics in their negotiations with the narratives in which they act and are. The first 
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part of the chapter explores Ángel Lozada’s No quiero quedarme sola y vacía (2006), and its 
Puerto Rican male gay protagonist’s narcissistic obsession to belong to an urban gay consumerist 
community while being an “ethnic” office clerk. The analysis aims to expose how the shame and 
rejection he has suffered on his native island, as well as the imposition of rigid models of 
“gayness” and “ethnicity” in American society reappear throughout the novel to haunt “la Loca,” 
launching him yet again on more debt-driven disastrous shopping escapades and exorbitant 
fantasies of physical perfection. The second fictional work studied is Mayra Santos-Febres’ 
Sirena Selena (2000), the tale of the making of a transvestite diva. This study reveals some of the 
ways in which three of the main protagonists, Martha Divine, Solange Graubel, and Sirena 
Serena, propel themselves with narcissistic drive and focus in order to survive and thrive in the 
dangerous scenario of Caribbean machismo and homophobia. The last part of the chapter focuses 
on Emanuel Xavier’s Christ-Like (1999). Here the analysis deals with the protagonist’s 
masochistic life; a cycle that is killing him while paradoxically grants him existence at the same 
time. This reading of Xavier’s novel underscores some of the ways in which the author exposes –
not without humor– the ferociously competitive atmosphere of New York gay “scene” as the 
environment where many young people construct identities and forge vital alliances, however 
ephemeral or marginal these may be.  
a. (Self-) Image, Language, and Shame: Powerful Connections 
The self’s “ideal image” becomes key when looking for shame at the core of narcissistic 
and/or masochistic psychological and affective configurations. And to consider this image the 
self looks up to, it is also crucial to take into account the mirrors upon which this ideal image has 
been crafted. A reflection on the relationship between the visual, the self, and language, evokes 
 77 
 
French psychologist Jacques Lacan’s concepts with regards to identity formation.61 According to 
Lacan, the subject is invariably alienated when creating an identity for itself. There is both the 
realization of being an object to others’ gaze, as well as the definition as an “I” in a linguistic 
realm that constrasts it with a pre-existing “you.” In the mirror stage, which marks the entrance 
into what he denominates “The Imaginary” order, the toddler recognizes itself as a totalized 
image in the mirror (gestalt), and there appears the duality of a sudden recognition of totality 
together with the gap between the reality of the body and the external inverted reflection. 
(Silverman 158-161). The young self thus finds in the mirror the first perception (image) of itself 
as a separate object, that is, as an object to other subjects and to her/himself. Shame researchers 
and theorists coincide that in the early years of childhood, the most powerful mirror upon which 
the child’s self image begins to form are her/his caregiver(s) (Broucek, Morrison, Wurmser, 
Nathanson).  
That crucial and delicate interaction of the child and her/his caregiver(s), where we can 
situate Lacan’s Imaginary order, represents then: “[t]he order of the subject’s experience which 
is dominated by identification and duality” (Silverman 158). In this order, the visual appears 
exalted, since it is in this realm where the child finds itself as a whole entity who can be seen by 
the (O)ther as an object. The ambivalent feelings of love-hate the child experiences before the 
mirror will give way to contradictory identifications that may endure if the subject’s life gets 
trapped within this order (10). According to shame theorists, narcissism appears to be marked 
precisely by this conflictive relationship of the self and its image, crystallized in the self’s 
interactions with its (affective) context. Andrew Morrison, for example, states that: “when our 
individual needs are not adequately responded to in childhood, we may become narcissistically 
vulnerable and preoccupied, or, alternatively, defensive, self-sufficient, haughty, or arrogant” 
                                                 
61
 As interpreted by Kaja Silverman in The Subject of Semiotics (1983). 
 78 
 
(The Culture of Shame 17). Dr. Susan Miller defines narcissistic people as excessively 
preoccupied or dominated by their image or status as object to others, and that is why “shame 
represents a lurking danger for narcissistic people” (Shame in Context 88). She also speaks of 
perfectionism as the frequent consequence of “early helplessness” (The Shame Experience 144). 
Warren Kinston speaks of this perpetual preoccupation of narcissistic subjects about their image 
before others as “object narcissism,” defining it as a kind of “self protection” activated by shame, 
in which narcissistically vulnerable people replace “spontaneous directed awareness by 
stereotyped or ritualized activity” (235) in order to protect themselves from feelings of shame.  
As in the case of narcissism, the origins of masochistic feelings and behavior can also be 
traced back to the fragile context of the relations between a child and her/his caregiver(s). Shame 
theorists establish shame in this relationship as the major source for choosing the perpetuation of 
suffering as a direct gratification and a respite from pain and helplessness in early interactions 
with objects of affection (Miller, The Shame 153). In some cases, as Andrew Morrison explains, 
the tension between identification, love, and self-formation is so strong in the relationship of the 
infant with caregiver(s), that a masochistic mechanism can be activated if the child perceives that 
(s)he can win the affections of the “courted parent” or to “best the same gendered one” (The 
Culture 48).62 Therefore, the processes by which the self creates boundaries and a conscience of 
itself as such are highly vulnerable to the kind of affects awakened by those around us. This is 
so, according to Morrison, because idealization is not only directed towards the self but also 
towards one or both caregivers, since the child needs to feel accepted and valued by someone 
whom (s)he holds in highest esteem (The Culture, 76). When the child feels rejected, abused, or 
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 Although this assertion seems to imply a heterosexual matrix, it can be used if the tenuous and fluid limit between 
identification/attachment is taken into account.  
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ignored, the shame these feelings provoke is negotiated by either negating it forcefully with self-
preoccupation, or by turning it into a vehicle of self- legitimating through suffering.  
Early childhood, however, is not the only stage of a subject’s life in which shame 
interacts with the delineation of an identity. If Lacan’s Imaginary provides the scenario for the 
painful negotiations of the self between identification and individualization, the process of 
“socialization” only becomes complete once the subject enters the linguistic realm. This order, 
which Lacan identifies with rules and power, is called The Symbolic, and in it, the subject 
defines its sexual and social roles through and within language. The imposition of language on 
the subject conditions the “I” to the linguistic existence and differentiation from a “You,” which 
is always previous. This precludes the subject’s alienation, since as Silverman concludes: “[w]ith 
the subject’s entry into the symbolic order, it is reduced to the status of a signifier in the field of 
the Other” (166). The self, then, carves its subjectivity with/from the available linguistic tools in 
the narrative wherein it finds itself located. The need of the subject for an organizing narrative in 
order to make sense of experience has already been discussed in the introduction to this study, 
and it once again becomes relevant to the analysis in this chapter. Neil Larsen defines a “master 
narrative” as: “a given, socially determined consciousness [which] actually operates as the 
subject itself whenever a spontaneous reading or interpretation is carried out” (31). Particularly 
relevant for this study is the implication in Larsen’s definition that master narratives become 
internalized by the subjects they narrate, and therefore, are not perceived as constructed or 
external to them.  
The analysis that follows will focus precisely on the negotiations with shame some 
subjectivities experience as they become such within a given –constructed- narrative. This social 
–and therefore linguistic- process occurs  within narratives such as “nation,” “community,” 
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“neighborhood,” “family,” “house,” “identity,” which, in the Symbolic order, metaphorically 
occupy the place of primary caregivers as far as contributing to delineate, strengthen, modify, or 
weaken the subject’s sense of self. When these narratives fail to provide the subject with 
linguistic/social tools to attain visibility,63 shame may lead to narcissistic or masochistic 
reactions.  
In spite of these, as Morrison explains, the subject forever continues to “scan the 
environment for people, groups, or causes that can serve as mentors or objects for idealization” 
(The Culture 76). Attention needs to be paid, then, to what Larsen points out in his definition of 
master narratives, since, as Morrison states in Shame: the Underside of Narcissism, “shame –
failure to meet the standards of the ego ideal- often reflects failure to achieve internalized values 
and goals” (62, italics in the original). The values, ideals, and goals that represent the “norm” in 
a given narrative become internalized by its subjects and strongly condition the possibilities 
awarded these subjects, as well as the ways in which they can react to limitations. The pages that 
follow focus on some narcissistic and/or masochistic subjectivities as they engage in persistent 
negotiations with ideals continually redefined in relation to the narratives in which these 
characters locate or find themselves located. 
b. Desperate to Belong: The Narcissistic Trap in Lozada’s No quiero quedarme sola y vacía 
(2006) 
The Puerto Rican author Ángel Lozada decides to target urban U.S. gay “lifestyle”64 in 
his second novel, No quiero quedarme sola y vacía (I Don´t Want to Be Left Empty and Alone). 
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 Here by “visibility” I am referring to what Jack Katz defines as the social demand to “make sense of [our] conduct 
in society,” through a “visible script, a cultural explanation that will make sense of what observers will see” (329). 
 
64
 Here I write the term between quotation marks to emphasize the parody in Lozada’s text, which in exposing the 
stereotypes of U.S. gay (male) urban cultures, actively questions the apparent freedom of choice and possibilities 
that term implies. 
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Lozada combines a multitude of discourses: Spanglish, bolero lyrics, commercial slogans, 
religious invocations, and business recipes, among others, to offer a humorous but acid criticism 
of rigid conceptions of (gay/male/ “ethnic”) identity, attractiveness, desire, and success. The 
failed attempts of the protagonist, a young gay Puerto Rican man in New York City, to fit into 
the highly narcissistic and commodified mold of urban gay male desirability, recreate the shame, 
frustration, and alienation which many young gay men, “ethnic” or not, profess to experience in 
contemporary U.S. society.  
 The protagonist -La Loca-65appears as a completely alienated person whose rhythm is 
dictated by TV and popular consumption: “Y su televisión –el command center de su vida- se 
prende sola…” (12; and his TV –the command center of his life- turns itself on).  He cannot stop 
spending money that he does not have, blaming it all on “the system:”  “he tenido tantos 
problemas con el sistema y no he podido aguantarme en ningún trabajo ni defenderme cuando 
me acusan o regañan o cuando me atraso en las visas y me llaman los bill collectors a exigirme 
que les pague…” (13; I’ve had so many problems with the system, and I cannot keep any job or 
defend myself when accused or scolded, or when I am late with credit card payments and the bill 
collectors call me demanding that I pay). The protagonist finds himself drowning in debt, 
incapable of resisting the strong impulse to “stay ahead of the times,” because if he does, he may 
end up feeling “incompleta” (17). Everything must be bought and promptly used and discarded, 
providing only superficial and ephemeral respite from the fear of “ incompleteness:” “Y usarlo 
todo por unos días para después enterrarlos en las gavetas porque me canso” (17; and wear 
everything for a few days, to later bury all inside some drawers because I get bored). Even 
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 This is a particularly charged term, since it translates literally as “mad woman” and is used in the Spanish-
speaking world to mean not only that, but also: “whore,” “bitch,” and “effeminate (male) homosexual.” Cruz-
Malavé defines the term thus: “the locas are not just effeminate men, or queens, but patos who have decided to 
assume the feminization imposed on them and wield it with a vengeance, as a weapon” (Queer Latino Testimonio 
169).  
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culture, in the form of books, is acquired compulsively by La Loca to be stored with no other 
purpose than to be “had”: “[c]ompra libros que no lee y los acumula en tres repisas de libros que 
ni tan siquiera se abren” (52; he buys books that he does not read, and stores them in three 
bookcases that cannot even be opened).  
La Loca’s consumerist obsession is fueled by the apparently endless lines of credit that he 
continually opens, “… como estudiante, antes de graduarse de la Universidad, le pre aprobaron 
una VISA y, como cada vez que salía gastaba más de mil dólares, enseguida le aprobaron una 
Master Card Gold con una línea de crédito de cinco mil dólares que gastó completitos en una 
tienda de Hugo Boss” (59; as a student, before graduating from college, they granted him a 
VISA, and since every time he went out he spent more than a thousand dollars, they quickly 
approved him for a Master Card Gold, with a line of credit of five thousand dollars  which were 
all spent at a Hugo Boss store). Forced to meet payments, the protagonist starts writing checks 
without a balance: “ya estaba tan desesperada que en un año escribió cuarenta cheques sin fondo. 
Gastaba lo que tú no te imaginas, y se tiraba a las calles de New York, a comprar pinturas, 
posters antiguos, muebles, cajas caras, toallas. Ropa de diseñadores. Las tarjetas las puso de tepe 
a tepe en tres meses” (80; she was so desperate that she wrote forty overdraft checks in a sole 
year. She spent incredible amounts of money, and paraded New York streets buying art, vintage 
posters, furniture, expensive containers, towels, and designer clothes. In three months she 
flooded all her credit cards). La Loca’s need of possessions attempts to deliver him from his 
constant boredom, forcing him to keep up with the latest fashion: “con un crédito de 2.500 
dólares: me tengo que comprar ropa nueva porque ya la que tengo está pasada de moda. Estoy 
cansado de estar vistiendo los mismos trapos…” (78; with a credit of 2,500 dollars, I have to buy 
new clothes because the ones I have are not fashionable any more. I am tired of wearing the 
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same old rags). The imperative to dress in what is supposed to show success justifies all kinds of 
dangerous financial maneuvers, and La Loca soon becomes bankrupt and homeless: “but today I 
find myself with no food to eat and no shelter to go to Could you please spare any change?” 
(137). 
 The protagonist’s compulsion to buy and have more and newer objects accompanies his 
narcissistic obsession with physical image: “Se tomaba su tiempo en el baño mientras cruceaba 
por los espejos. Quería tener las tetas desarrolladas y la barriga ripiada. Cuando veía a los 
modelos de International Male, se decía: ‘así mismito quiero tener mi cuerpo,’ y se apretaba las 
nalgas y los chichos” (He took his time in the restroom while cruising on mirrors. He wanted to 
have developed breasts and ripped abs. When he looked at the models on International Male, he 
said to himself: “this is the body I want,” and he crunched his butt and his curls). His fear of 
undesirability or physical decay is put to rest by continual plans and programs to look more and 
more like the perfect object of desire: “[a] los cuarenta comenzaré un régimen riguroso de 
levantamiento de pesas para ponerme fibrosa y actractiva y levantarme el culo a fuerza de squats, 
para que las nuevas generaciones me miren y me deseen. Pagaré por implantes de nalgas en 
California” (54; at forty I will start a rigorous weight lifting program to become muscular and 
attractive, and I will lift my butt with squats, so that the new generations will look at me and 
want me. I will pay for butt implants in California). He dreams of the moment when “mi foto sea 
mundialmente reconocida” (58; my image will be known worldwide). La Loca’s lifelong 
ambition is to have his image everywhere and that people learn who he is and want to be like 
him: “[q]uiero ser importante, ser artista, alcalde, activista y representante, ser poeta y escribir 
rap, ser fisiculturista y salir en Splash, duchándome sin ropa y que la gente me toque y me ponga 
billetes en los calzones” (69; I want to be important, an artist, a mayor, an activist or agent, a 
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poet and write rap, a body-builder and be on Splash, taking a shower naked with people touching 
me and putting bills in my underwear). His dream of recognition can be homologated to the 
current phenomenon of image saturation that we call “celebrities” in popular culture. He does not 
covet specific achievements in a certain field, but rather the massive response to a known 
(desired) image.  
 La Loca’s failed crusade towards higher levels of desirability and material success is by 
no means an isolated effort. In his compilation of innumerable interviews, questionnaires, and 
surveys, journalist and author Michelangelo Signorile affirms that, in the United States, “an 
ignorance inspired by homophobia” has “contributed to the creation within the heterosexual 
mainstream of the unilateral ‘gay lifestyle’ stereotype, marked by hedonism and excess” (Life 
Outside xix). His findings point to the fact that the urban “scene” acts as a very strong force 
behind currently imposed ideals on what it means to be gay (male) in urban U.S. He defines 
“scene” as a “predominantly white, middle-class, and often upper-middle class segment of urban 
gay life that nonetheless has a significant cultural influence on much of the gay population, 
throughout its various racial, social, and sexual subcultures” (xxi). One of the most pervasive 
images that this group imposes on the gay (male) community is the “physical ideal” (xxiv). 
Signorile denounces that “a highly commercialized gay sexual culture sells a particular physical 
aesthetic to us and demands that we conform to it- much in the same way the fashion, film, and 
beauty industries affect the image of the average American woman” (xxv). These images of the 
well-built, bronzed sculpted body with perfect hair and an immaculate smile are “played back to 
us again and again in gay porn, on safer sex posters, and in dozens of gay newspapers and 
several glossy national magazines that often sport pumped-up coverboys and fetching ads selling 
products and events, from underwear to hot parties” (25). That is why, according to Signorile, 
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there is practically no way to effectively ignore or neutralize them, reinforcing the objectification 
of men by men, in what comes to be called “the Cult of Masculinity.”  
 This term, which Signorile takes from gay psychotherapist Charles Silverstein,66 imposes 
the veneration of a certain ideal of masculinity (muscular, active, healthy, and successful) which 
eventually translates into “most of us beco[ming] both the rigidly objectified as well as the rigid 
objectifier, holding ourselves and each other to rigid standards of physical beauty” (16, italics in 
the original). Signorile is ready to admit that “the preoccupation with physical appearance and 
the cult of masculinity become the mechanisms that drive most aspects of our lives” (16). 
Although these strict ideals of the male homosexual body and desirability do “not necessarily 
encompass all of the various masculinities within the gay world and its subcultures,” they do 
exercise a powerful influence in the “highly commercialized and quite rigid body culture that is 
most visible in the ghettos of New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, Washington 
D.C., and Miami Beach” (13). Also, as shown by La Loca’s dreams of physical perfection, these 
rigid ideals “play out within racial and other minority groups within the gay world that carve out 
their own space but are always touched in some way by the more physically rigid and very white 
mainstream gay sexual culture” (13). 
 Lozada’s protagonist incarnates in fiction what some real young gay men have confessed 
to Signorile: “‘I want to be physical perfection in the eyes of gay men –totally physically 
appealing, like the ultimate. The perfect tits and butt, bulbous biceps. I want to achieve 
symmetry, big and in proportion… I want to know what it’s like to walk down the street and 
have everyone look at you, absolutely everyone. I want to know what it’s like to really feel like 
an object’” (4, italics in the original). No effort is spared when the focus is on physical 
perfection, which appears to guarantee desirability and ultimately, power: “I’m happy I got to 
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 Man to Man: Gay Couples in America. New York: Quill, 1981. 
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where I am. It just meant a lot of hard work and discipline. I had to get my biceps to sixteen 
inches and my pecs to forty-three, my calves to sixteen –that was my goal that I set for myself. 
And I realized that having goals like that is a good thing” (36). The trick of this beauty ideal for 
urban gay men is that it is very rigid and very hard to attain and/or maintain. Victor, a young gay 
man from Los Angeles, complains that “it’s like you have no choice but to become a muscle 
robot” (28). Not only is this muscular ideal constrictive and unreal, it can also –as Signorile 
shows in his book- become fatal when propelled by drugs, like steroids.  
After finding so many echoes between Signorile’s voluntary testimonies and Lozada’s 
fiction, the question remains as to the causes why these young men subject themselves to the 
deeply narcissistic domestication of their bodies and lives in order to become ideal objects of 
desire. In the introduction to this chapter we pointed out the intimate and vital relationship 
between narcissism and (early/child) shame, as identified by most shame theorists. Dr. Susan 
Miller asserts that “early helplessness frequently results in perfectionism” (The Shame 
Experience 144). This obsession with perfection is inflicted on the self in the form of what 
Warren Kinston calls “object-narcissism,” a vigilant preoccupation with how the self is seen as 
an object. This mechanism, according to Kinston, acts as “self protection” by adopting a seeming 
state of invulnerability that “denies all that is human” so as to avoid possible shame (225-6). 
When analyzing sources of persistent shame, Francis Broucek concludes that “shame in the 
young child represents maternal failure in providing adequate mirroring for the child’s 
developing sense of self” (55). Threatened by the fear of not being loved or even perceived   by 
those who are objects of his/her affections, the child is overcome by shame, and cannot negotiate 
a more accepting, forgiving image of the self. If we translate the problematic relationship 
between a young person and his/her caregiver(s) to the situation of a whole group immersed in a 
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dominant narrative, we find that shame can also have a forming influence in the delineation of 
group identities. Says Miller, “minorities abused by a dominant social group will have difficulty 
jettisoning shame-based identities.” This difficulty, according to Miller, stems from the fact that 
“the effort to discard a shame-based identity likely will provoke feelings of danger in those 
accustomed to a demeaned experience of self” (The Shame 184). Thus, the origins of narcissism 
can not only be found in the child who was vulnerable to shame in the early stages of self-
formation, but also in whole communities who are trying to negotiate their definition in 
prevailing discourses where they are inscribed in shame. 
When attempting to uncover the causes for the popularity of “the cult of masculinity” 
among young urban gay men in the United States, Signorile hypothesizes that “perhaps, being 
afraid to access other avenues and still unsure of themselves and vulnerable, they simply join the 
alluring and seductive cult of masculinity. It defines them and guides them, offering meaning and 
purpose” (32). The need for self validation through a community, which is described by theorists 
as what makes humans social, is reinforced in the case of “people for whom traditional religion, 
the family, and other institutions have failed” (Signorile 32). In the case of young gay men in big 
cities around the United States, the “scene” with its parties, clubs, and bars, appears to most of 
them as the “most obvious” space where to include themselves since, as one of Signorile’s 
interviewees says, “I needed people my own age around me who were gay and I saw a lot of the 
guys in the bars who I wanted to be friends with” (34). The allure of the “ready-made lifestyle” 
for urban gay men resides, according to Signorile, precisely in the fact that “gay men, breaking 
free after eons of repression, have for almost three decades been told –or rather, have told 
themselves- that they can and are living the fantasy” (26, italics in the original). This fantasy, as 
we see depicted in Lozada’s novel, is very hard to uphold and impossible to sustain, particularly 
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for a Puerto Rican “ethnic” gay man who cannot keep a job. It also acts as a powerful narcissistic 
response to repression and shame. 
In the case of La Loca, the narcissistic lifestyle of the gay “scene” in New York acts as a 
balsamic remedy against the painful anguish of shame, which Lozada effectively exposes as 
afflicting not only his protagonist but other marginalized groups in the big city. La Loca 
confesses that “tengo problemas defendiéndome en inglés porque se me traba la lengua y se me 
olvida el vocabulario o se me escapa la expresión correcta que nunca me llega a tiempo sino que 
siempre me llega tarde, después de disipado el conflicto…” (19; I have problems expressing 
myself in English because my tongue locks and I forget the vocabulary, or I forget the correct 
expression –which never comes when I need it- and then it comes afterwards, when it is too 
late…). This linguistic incompetence makes him feel vulnerable and ridiculous, what in turn 
prompts his rage, “If I could walk freely with an automatic and shoot, pointing to the head, at 
anybody who would dare to piss me off” (20). He is well aware that his broken English is not the 
only giveaway of his social status, there is also his “purchasing power,” which, according to La 
Loca, is identified in expensive stores in New York by asking customers about their “zip codes” 
(21). That is why he avoids feelings of shame and inadequacy by never acknowledging to live in 
Washington Heights, because if he does, the store attendant “no me tratará como me lo merezco” 
(21; will not treat me as I deserve).  
La Loca knows discrimination and shame first hand, not only because he is homosexual, 
but also because he is Puerto Rican, and he has no money. When facing the depressing state of 
the train station in his New York neighborhood, he reflects that “la estación está así porque aquí 
sólo viven negros dominicanos viejitos cubanos colombianos mexicanos, todos pobres, que casi 
no hablan inglés y que no tienen ciudadanía.” (15; the station is like this because here live only 
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black old Dominicans, Cubans, Colombians, and Mexicans, all poor, who speak almost no 
English, and who are not US citizens). In a bitter reflection on the kind of neighborhood he can 
afford, as compared to his humble home in Puerto Rico, La Loca ironically “celebrates” that  
…dejé atrás casa de madera y de zinc en el Caribe para venir a encerrarme en depressing 
apartments que nadie arregla, to repeat the word, arrabales urbanos, mientras la droga se 
vende en el lobby. But now we finally have a street. We finally have a boulevard. Con 
presos, casi todos hispanos jóvenes, para que por la ventana yo me masturbe. Celebro que 
los niños de las escuelas de Washington Heights se gradúen sin saber leer ni escribir, 
mientras Hillary Clinton se opone, por televisión, a los vouchers (16) 
 
(I left behind my house of wood and zinc in the Caribbean to come and lock myself into 
depressing apartments that nobody fixes, to repeat the word, urban slums, while drugs are 
sold in the lobby. But now we finally have a street. We finally have a boulevard. With 
prisoners, almost all young Hispanics, so that I can masturbate through the window. I 
celebrate that children in Washington Heights schools will graduate without knowing 
how to read or write, while Hillary Clinton proclaims on TV that she is against vouchers) 
 
Lozada offers here a dim view of life in New York poor immigrant neighborhoods, where 
working people have to resign themselves to live amidst crime, garbage, decay, and ignorance. 
His protagonist derides the National Puerto Rican Day Parade67 in New York City as a lie, and a 
depressing spectacle which does nothing to improve the lives of immigrants in the city or to 
leave aside prejudices and hatreds: 
Y odiarlos cuando me griten pato y me tiren con baterías triple AAA y verlos envueltos 
en la bandera puertorriqueña cuando el sistema los destituye de toda lengua para que no 
puedan articularse. Cuando el sistema (¿y  de qué sistema estamos hablando aquí? ¿de la 
ciudad de New York? ¿del estado de New York? ¿de la NYPD? ¿del sistema de 
educación?) los desampara y les deja las comunidades infectadas de droga para que los 
jóvenes terminen con record en la cárcel antes de los 17 años si sobreviven (57) 
 
(And hate them when they call me faggot and they throw AAA batteries at me, and see 
them wrapped in Puerto Rican flags when the system deprives them of all language, so 
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 This annual parade is defined thus in the official website: “The National Puerto Rican Day Parade was established 
to create a national awareness and appreciation of Puerto Rican culture and its contributions to society. The Parade 
emphasizes the achievements of Puerto Ricans in all areas; including business, government, entertainment, and 
community affairs. It aims to encourage our youth to achieve their dreams and ambitions through education and hard 
work. The Parade’s mission is to enhance the self-esteem of Latinos and use their pride to promote economic 
development, education and cultural recognition, and advancement.” 
(http://www.nationalpuertoricandayparade.org/031507Martinpress.html) 
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that they cannot express themselves. When the system (what system are we referring to 
here? New York City? New York State? NYPD? the education system?) abandons them 
and leaves their communities saturated with drugs so that the young end up with criminal 
records in jail before turning 17, if they survive at all).  
 
La Loca acidly reacts against what he considers the fallacy of universal advancement of  
immigrant communities in the United Sates. His skeptical attitude targets the reality of 
marginality for a lot of immigrants in the city of New York, most of who form part of what in the 
United States are considered “ethnic” communities. This categorization, as discussed by Víctor 
Rodríguez, has its political implications. As he explains, the Greek word “ethnos” means 
“nation;” while the term “ethnikos” means “barbarian, foreign,” in short, the (O)ther (237). The 
use of “ethnic” therefore marks a group that is not, as Rodríguez persuasively explains, “part of 
the dominant group” (237). The result of such marked classifications is, in the United States, a 
perception of multiculturalism where “ethnic” communities are supposed to have “cultures,” 
while “whites just behave the way ‘normal’ people do” (237). As Rodríguez argues, there is 
always a dominant group which denominates and names all that is “ethnic,” preserving the right 
to engage in a “labelling process that will have specific consequences” and that is therefore 
always “a political process” (237). In “American” society, as artist Coco Fusco explains, the 
“more physical freedom for the young, [and] fewer constraints …as a woman than Latin 
Catholics sought to impose” proved to “have their price.” This cost had to be paid, as a person 
with Cuban heritage, “by being subjected to an American view of my difference as irreducibly 
racial” (ix). What remains constant, therefore, is the category of “ethnic” as always implying 
“political, cultural or social domination of another nation” (Rodríguez 238).  
 Lozada denounces the traps and rigidity of such labels in the U.S. society by showing La 
Loca manipulate the “ethnic” stereotype in order to appear more exotic, and thus more enticing. 
He declares that “I grew up in a coffee plantation. My parents had a farm. All the coffee that I 
 91 
 
drank when I was a kid was produced in our house” (61). These in fact are all “exageraciones 
para impresionar a los gringos” (61; exaggerations to impress the gringos), making use of 
established stereotypes of Caribbean “ethnicity.” Such stereotypes include, in literary 
expressions, “un nombre de fruta en el título, muchas escenas tropicales y una maestra que me 
salve y me lleve a Harvard” (68; the name of a fruit, a lot of tropical scenes, and a teacher who 
saves me and takes me to Harvard), all of which La Loca dreams of including in his “La Novela 
Puertorriqueña” (68; The). The performance of ethnicity, however, is not always useful or 
benign, because there are always cracks and discrepancies with rigid “ethnic” models. La Loca 
feels he is not noticed or desired in “ethnic” gay night clubs because “soy blanco y no tengo una 
pinga grande” (22; I am white and I don’t have a big dick). Against the masculine ideal of the 
Hispanic/Latino male body as “hard and immobile, and the penis…as long, broad, solid, and 
potent” (Girman 91), La Loca falls ‘short’ on various fronts. He is therefore trapped as not being 
fully white (he’s Puerto Rican, after all), but also as not complying with the necessary attributes 
to become truly “exotic.”  
 If La Loca cannot fully fit into the urban gay scene in New York because he does not 
have enough “purchasing power” or enough physical endowment, his situation as an aspiring 
(gay) writer on his native island has always been a source of shame and rejection. In the words of 
“Josefita Vega,” a representative of High Culture in Puerto Rico: “[r]esígnate a jamás ser 
invitada a congresos aburridos de literatura pasteurizada ni a homenajes a Luis Rafael Sánchez ni 
a Rosario Ferré. Cerradas están, permanentemente para ti, las puertas del Instituto de Cultura” 
(49; accept that you will never be invited to boring congresses of pasteurized literature, nor to 
tributes to Luis Rafael Sánchez or Rosario Ferré. Closed are, permanently for you, the doors of 
the Institute of Culture). La Loca is thus denied a place in Puerto Rico’s cultural elite not only 
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for being explicitly homosexual, but also for being a literary transgressor. His experimental 
manuscript awakens horror in some Puerto Rican academics, who advise him to “aprender 
español y coger clases de redacción y estilo, si quieres que nos apiademos y te invitemos a 
congresos y a clases. Si quieres aparecer en Cultura Viva” (31; learn Spanish and take writing 
and style courses, if you want us to have mercy on you and invite you to congresses and classes. 
If you want to appear in Live Culture).  
La Loca torments himself with contradictory feelings towards Puerto Rico. On the one 
hand, he wants independence for the island, but considers Puerto Rican nationalists to be very 
“patófobos” (23; homophobic). Many authors, such as Rubén Ríos-Ávila and Rafael Ramírez, 
among others, have commented on the patriarchal and homophobic construction of nationhood 
for Puerto Rico, where “un macho completo” is defined as much by biological traits as by a 
certain demeanor, particular skills, and obvious heterosexuality (Ramírez 240). Ramírez 
considers that today in Puerto Rico “homosexuality is considered either a sin, a disease, a 
deviation, or a sexual orientation, according to the ideology of each person, social group, or 
institution” (246). The critic, however, suspects that “a discreet gay person with wealth, 
education, marketable skills, and/or proper connections is not necessarily isolated from positions 
of power” (247). The protagonist of this novel does not seem to comply with the conditions 
stipulated for his access to power on the island. He is not “discreet” about his sexuality, he is 
neither rich, nor does he have many “marketable skills.”  
Even though he sometimes feels nostalgia for his native land and allows himself to dream 
of independence, such appears to be the segregation and marginalization La Loca has suffered in 
Puerto Rico that the extermination fantasies his (shame) rage concocts have no limits: 
Le pondré una bomba a la Isla de Puerto Rico –ya tengo los screen savers-: los hundiré 
por completo y acabaré con ellos desde el espacio, por haber sido tan patofóbicos y 
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haberme querido destruir desde pequeño. Y no me quedará ningún remordimiento, no. 
Los hundiré en el medio del Caribe y hundiré también a Vieques y Culebra. Aterrizaré mi 
nave sobre La Mona y desde allí contemplaré mi obra terminada y veré subir las cenizas 
de la explosión de la Isla. Y para los que queden, diseñaré un virus genético que los 
extermine, y luego me arrepentiré en una Iglesia Pentecostal y pediré perdón 
públicamente desde mi nave (77). 
 
(I will bomb the Island of Puerto Rico – I already have the screen savers-: I will sink 
them completely, and I will exterminate them from space, for having been so 
homophobic and for having tried to destroy me since I was a child. And I will feel no 
remorse, no. I will sink them in the middle of the Caribbean, and I will also sink Vieques 
and Culebra. I will land my spaceship on La Mona and from there I will contemplate my 
work, watching the ashes of the explosion go up in the air. And for those who survive, I 
will design a genetic virus which will exterminate them, and then I will repent at a 
Pentecostal Church and I will ask publicly for forgiveness from my spaceship) 
 
He holds his origins in contempt and shame, but admits to fantasizing about the forbidden: sex 
with a Puerto Rican man in Puerto Rico: “…la Loca, en lo más profundo de su corazón, 
detestaba ser boricua. Se avergonzaba de todo aquello. En lo más profundo de su corazón los 
despreciaba… Fantasía cursi: tener sexo en Puerto Rico, una tarde, en tranquilidad, con un 
hombre que sude como yo que vea como yo que respire como yo….” (24; La Loca, deep inside 
his heart, hated being a Boricua.68 He was ashamed of all that. Deep inside his heart he despised 
them…Trait fantasy: to have sex in Puerto Rico, one afternoon, quietly, with a man that sweats 
like me sees like me breathes like me…). 
 Apart from discrimination for his sexuality and his writing, La Loca fears another aspect 
of life on the island: its health system. He is utterly scared of physical decay, sickness, and 
loneliness: “[s]i no me apresuro a conseguirme un marido pronto, he de quedarme sola, vieja y 
caída si antes no me muero de SIDA” (if I do not get a husband soon, I will find myself alone, 
old, and saggy, if I don’t die of AIDS first). La Loca shares these fears with a great number of 
gay men in the United States where, according to Signorile, the myth of the “lonely old queen” is 
                                                 
68
 A person from Puerto Rico or of Puerto Rican descent. The term derives from “Boriquén,” name given by the 
Taíno natives to the island of Puerto Rico.  
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still alive and “continues to plague those caught up in the scene, fearful of aging and of losing 
their looks and their self-worth” (Life Outside xxx). In the case of the protagonist of this novel, 
however, fears are multiplied as he imagines himself victim of a health system which is in ruins: 
“[y] tener que regresar, a morir en la peste de Centro Médico, a morir sobre una cama de plástico 
sin sábanas, a morir y que mis sobrinas tengan que venir a meterme el dedo y sacarme la mierda 
que se me haga piedra dentro de mí…” (53; and to have to go back, to die in the squalor of 
Centro Médico, to die on a plastic bed without sheets, to die and have my nieces come to put 
their finger inside me and get out the petrified shit I have inside…). Critic Alberto Sandoval 
notes that many of the migratory groups of homosexuals from Puerto Rico to the United States, 
especially after the 1980’s, have not only been motivated by homophobia in Puerto Rican society 
(the so-called “sexiles”) but also with the AIDS epidemic and the difficulty of getting proper 
treatment on the island (201-06). 
 In the light of the close relationship between narcissism and shame uncovered by shame 
theorists and mentioned before in this chapter, the narcissistic compulsions that drive La Loca’s 
life can be interpreted as defense mechanisms his self has activated against the persistent 
presence of shame. He has suffered segregation, humiliations, and marginality on his island and 
the situation in New York does not appear to be much better. Puerto Ricans scare him so much 
that “[c]asi nunca me atrevo a mirar fijamente a los hombres morenos dominicanos 
puertorriqueños y thugs que son los que me gustan” (13; I rarely dare stare Puerto Rican 
Dominican dark men and thugs, the ones I like) because he is afraid of a “hate crime” (13). He 
fantasizes with ideas that “no soy pato. Que no pueden reconocerme. Que no pueden 
identificarme para burlarse” (58; I am not a faggot. That they cannot recognize me. That they 
cannot identify me to make fun of me). The supposedly more tolerant and empathic U.S. society 
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is also questioned in all the references La Loca makes to the consumerist race that puts millions 
of U.S. citizens in debt to never be able to recover, the marginality and segregation of immigrant 
communities who work and pay taxes in the United States, and the hypocrisy of such politics as 
the “don’t ask, don’t tell” that rules the armed forces with respect to sexuality. His own short 
stay in the Navy ends thus: “23. TYPE OF SEPARATION: DISCHARGED. 24. CHARACTER 
OF SERVICE: HONORABLE 28. NARRATIVE REASON FOR SEPARATION: 
HOMOSEXUALITY – ADMISSION” (47).  
 In this short experimental novel, Lozada exposes several dark sides of both the U.S. and 
Puerto Rican societies, questioning prevailing narratives like capitalism, homophobic patriarchy, 
the urban gay scene, identity politics, and nationalism. The narcissistically vulnerable Loca has 
not been able to find validation in any of these narratives, and is left at the end of the novel 
without much choice than to appeal to people’s empathy and compassion: “this city can be rough 
excuse me a quarter a nickel a dime anything you could spare to help me out thank you ma’am 
under this cold winter even some food to eat I accept…” (137). Even if La Loca is made into the 
target of Lozada’s funny parody, what his crude satire effectively attacks are many of the claims 
to democracy, equality, emancipation, humanity, and independence the narratives mentioned 
above insist on making, while still condemning many subjectivities to invisibility and 
desperation.  
c. Perfectly Put Together: Shame and the Force of the Ideal in Mayra Santos-Febres’ 
Sirena Selena (2000) 
 Santos-Febres’ first novel explores the world of transvestites and young male prostitutes 
in San Juan, Puerto Rico, and also in Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic. The novel reveals 
some of the survival tactics deployed by marginal subjects as they construct artistic and social 
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personas that enable them more access to material resources. Social/ethnic/racial hierarchies that 
organize migrations among Caribbean islands, as well as various contradictory standards of 
machismo values appear recreated in Santos-Febres’ novel, together with the solid determination 
of some of its characters to transcend and conquer those in order to attain more self agency. This 
part of the chapter will focus on the trajectories of three characters: Martha Divine, Solange 
Graubel, and Sirena Selena, as they exhibit stoic discipline in their construction of feminine 
ideals of desirability, solvency, and social prominence within the narratives they operate. The 
analysis attempts to relate the narcissistic focus on themselves of the three characters to profound 
shames they react against and set out to conquer. It also explores the construction of those ideals 
these characters embrace and how they impact their perception of themselves and also their 
access to social/sexual power.   
 Warren Kinston has already been quoted previously in this chapter with regard to his 
observation that “many narcissistically vulnerable people lock themselves into defensive 
invulnerability,” by committing themselves to a “shame-free (shameless) state of object 
narcissism” (226). By doing so, the subject abandons the possibility of spontaneous interaction 
with social environments, adopting instead the posture of object of others’ gazes, acting only 
because of or for social conventions. At the beginning of the novel, Martha Divine, a Puerto 
Rican transvestite of certain success in the San Juan night circuit, is described as “a real lady” 
(2). She is wonderfully put together, with “a portentous pair of silicon breasts and incredibly 
smooth skin in the cleft of the bosom.” She is “tanned and long-legged; her nails [are] always 
painted garnet red, like the drop of coagulated blood on the tip of each of her fingers and toes.” 
Her smile is “perfect, no nicotine stains, though she smoked incessantly.” (2). Martha appears as 
“toda una señora,” her impeccable ensemble the living image of mature feminine appeal. She is 
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not only physically attractive, but also resourceful and ambitious, “a businesswoman” (2). 
Martha knows she can manipulate her image to her advantage and she firmly believes in the 
power of looks: “…always remember that image is everything. If you look like a professional, 
you are a professional. The rest is choreography and acting.” (15).  
The middle-aged transvestite has adhered passionately to “The (feminine) Beauty Myth” 
prevalent in Western cultures, as described by Naomi Wolf: “a gaunt, yet fully breasted 
Caucasian, not often found in nature…” (2). The author denounces the beauty myth as a plot of 
patriarchy to attempt to control women. Once material barriers against the emancipation of 
women started coming down, Wolf affirms, “the ideology of beauty is the last one remaining of 
the old feminine ideologies that still has the power to control those women whom second wave 
feminism would have otherwise made relatively uncontrollable” (10-11). She maintains that the 
powerful influence of this ideal on Western women is exercised through multiple channels, and 
its goal is to ultimately “increase the profits of those advertisers whose ad dollars actually drove 
the media that, in turn, created the ideals” (3). Wolf describes the rituals to which women subject 
themselves in order to approximate the ideal of physical perfection as having a religious value: 
“Skin cream –the ‘holy oil’ of the new religion- promises ‘radiance’ in its advertising” (103). 
She devotes a whole chapter to the description of the similarities she finds between adherence to 
the Rites of Beauty and the fervent profession of a religion: “The holy oil industry offers to sell 
back to women in tubes and bottles the light of grace, to redeem women’s bodies…” (104). 
Martha Divine considers herself a magician, someone who can manipulate cosmetics so 
skillfully that she is able to create beautiful miracles. When it is time for the young Sirena Selena 
to prepare for her show, “…she called Martha to begin her transformation. The master of 
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illusions entered the bathroom with her case of bases, powders, disguising makeup, and magic” 
(31).  
But although Martha, “master among masters” (31), appears to have the power to create 
enticing illusions with a box of creams, oils, and powders, she is nonetheless haunted by fears 
which Wolf recognizes in most “controlled, attractive, successful working women,” a “secret 
‘underlife’ poisoning our freedom: infused with notions of beauty, it is a dark vein of self-hatred, 
physical obsessions, terror of aging, and dread of lost control” (10). In the case of Martha Divine, 
these feminine fears are complicated even more by the terror of being exposed as not being a 
‘true’ woman: “…her body, this disguise that was her body. She trembled just thinking that 
someone, in the middle of takeoff, might point a finger at her and shout, ‘Look at that. That is 
not a woman’” (10). She has nightmares of being denounced as “an impostor,” and being 
deprived of all her rights to “…the comfort, the airborne luxury, the dream of traveling to other 
shores” (10). Martha has domesticated her body into a perfect performance of femininity. As 
critic Raewyn Connel explains, gender social practice is always referring to “bodies and what 
bodies do” (71), rejecting the idea of the body as a more or less neutral landscape on which 
social symbolism is imprinted (46). Martha has perfected the practice of femininity onto her 
male body, but the result is perhaps a too perfect one: “Not a single hair showed to betray her. 
Only her height and her voice and her very feminine mannerisms, too feminine, studiously 
feminine” (2). The critic Ben Sifuentes- Jáuregui refers to transvestism as “a performance of 
gender” (2). But while such performance, Sifuentes argues, is seen by outsiders as “representing 
the other,” it many times means “representing the Self,” “becoming the Self,” and “(re)creating 
the Self” for the “transvestitic subject” (3). Martha Divine’s real fears of being denounced as “an 
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impostor” woman echo Sifuentes’ assertion that transvestism is “obsessed with producing an 
effect of ‘realness’” (4).  
It is interesting to note here that Martha’s performance of femininity is, as suggested by 
Sifuentes, an expression of who she really feels inside. Although well trained in the feminine 
rites of beauty, Martha feels that only the (trans-sex) operation will allow her to “rest in a single 
body” (11). Only the surgical alteration of her body will allow her to “take off her clothes and 
see herself, finally, from the waist below the same as from above the waist, with tits and candy” 
(11). It can be argued, then, that Martha is not only a transvestite, but also a transsexual, since 
she is a person who feels trapped in a body that is not hers (Garber 96). Regardless of the label 
that is chosen to describe Martha’s gender/sexual configuration, what remains clear is “her desire 
to represent normative gender difference seamlessly” (Sifuentes 4). Martha “opera socialmente 
de acuerdo con la lógica heteronormativa: para ella, sólo es inteligible el deseo por hombres 
siendo mujer” (Alós and Kahmann; operates socially according to heteronormativity: for her, 
desire for men is only understandable being a woman). That is why she “quiere operarse, quiere 
cambiar de sexo y sueña con encontrar un marido” (Alós and Kahmann; wants to get operated, 
wants to change her sex, and dreams of finding a husband). Martha’s narcissistic obsession with 
inhabiting a ‘feminine’ body has led her to refine her skills at transforming herself into an object 
of desire for men, but also fuels her deepest fears of being shamed. 
She torments herself with the possibility of letting a crack in her performance give her 
away and expose her to shame, embarrassment, and ridicule:  
Despite her attempts to calm herself, Martha again felt the anxiety turning into a 
living tumor in her stomach. The doubts came back. What if they noticed 
something strange around the edges of her makeup, and if what happened to 
Maxine happened to her? They figured Maxine out as soon as she got off that 747 
and put her through shame after shame in the customs office. Almost twenty 
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hours they detained her, the guards making fun of her, dumping out the contents 
of her suitcases, breaking jars of makeup on the floor. (12) 
 
Martha is driven to get the (economic) means to eliminate those fears for ever: “with the money 
that Martha can make on this trip, she will finally be able to pay for the operation…” (10). The 
ambitious Martha expects to make enough money with the amazing Sirena Selena so as to be 
able to afford the sex change operation in the United States, and this “would liberate her of her 
worst fears, cure her subconscious nightmares…. After the operation Miss Martha would feel 
much relieved” (11). Her shame dreams in which she finds herself “sleeping naked in a circus 
tent while everyone paid to look at her” would come to an end forever. In the meanwhile, 
though, Martha has to content herself to command the respect she “deserved so utterly” (31) by 
putting together an immaculate performance of femininity with expensive cosmetics, harsh 
discipline, and huge investments in hormones and clothes.  
 Critic Emilio Bejel suggests that “perhaps the transvestite dresses flamboyantly so as to 
make his/her body visible in the public space from which it has been displaced, rejected, or 
erased” (198). Martha Divine knows about rejection and shame from a young age, because when 
“his father, with the face of a vengeful archangel, poured gasoline on his dresses, he knew that 
the next thing burned would be him” (91). His decision as a young boy to follow his destiny and 
leave behind “that ugly, fat, hairy family who wore guayaberas,69 flowered rayon shirts, and 
polyester skirts…” (91) has not, however, kept him from the threat and the actual infliction of 
violence on his irreverent body. Life on the streets of San Juan has presented Martha with 
multiple ordeals which she is not ready to go through again: “Me, in the street again? Never, 
never, never. I went through too many police raids to get these implants and the hormones that 
make me so fabulous” (2).  
                                                 
69
 A pleated, buttoned men's shirt, commonly worn in Latin America and the Caribbean. 
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Crespo-Kebler, in her article on lesbianism in Puerto Rico, asserts that –particularly 
during the 1970’s and 1980’s-: “Transvestites in particular, but also butch women, had many 
problems with the police, who arrested, accosted, and mistreated them” (208). The threat of 
gratuitous violence and humiliations seems to have accompanied Martha and her friends for most 
of their lives, as shown in anecdotes Martha shares with Sirena: “Afterward, we found out that 
things were slow because there were rumors of a bust. And us sitting there so pretty, at risk of 
the police arriving to make us go through some shameful ordeal at the Puerta de Tierra jail” (54-
55). Martha has worked very hard to overcome those humiliations by narcissistically focusing on 
re-inventing herself as an imposing “señora” who knows how to make money and defend her 
interests. Even after Sirena Selena abandons her in Santo Domingo, Martha feels that at least 
“[s]he was arriving with a firm deal, a new business partner” (198).  
 The other “señora” in the novel is Solange Graubel, the wife of the rich Dominican 
businessman Sirena Selena eventually seduces. Solange is constantly reminding herself of her 
respectability, (high) social status, beauty, and power: “…now Solange has her mansion and she 
is staying put. Now she is a señora for real. Now she has a house and forks and calla lilies and 
heirs. She has property in her name, has invested in jewels that she doesn’t wear (129). Solange 
seems to comply with the dictates of the “cult of True Womanhood” as described by critic 
Barbara Welter in 1966 in that, despite all her material possessions, she still remains “ the 
hostage in the home” (151). Graubel’s wife seems to adhere to traditional patriarchal ideals of 
femininity, as listed in Welter’s article. Of the “four cardinal virtues” that Welter listed as 
expected of respectable women by nineteenth century’s American society, “piety, purity, 
submissiveness and domesticity” (152), Solange clearly demonstrates the last two, virtues that 
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her patriarchal Dominican society requests of her to be a true lady. She is fiercely devoted to her 
husband and her household, wanting her family and her home to reflect favorably on her.  
The maxim that Welter identified as regards the home rings true for Solange and her 
fanatical dedication to perfecting social events. Solange has taken patriarchal maxims related to 
women’s domesticity as her creed: “Home was supposed to be a cheerful place, so that brothers, 
husbands and sons would not go elsewhere in search of a good time. Women were expected to 
dispense comfort and cheer” (Welter 163). The perfectionist strike that characterizes many 
narcissistic dispositions is evident in the way she manages her domestic sphere, especially when 
outsiders are let into her home: “Everything must be perfect. Hugo will be happy, the guests 
pleased, the food exquisite” (73).  When planning a social event at her house “[t]he flowers must 
be impeccable…Not a single detail can escape [her], not a single detail” (73).  
Solange needs to feel that “[e]veryone [is] falling over themselves with praise for me, 
that I took care of the most intricate details. Then Hugo will realize what he has at his side” (73). 
By using the verb “to have” to refer to her relationship with her husband, Solange gives away 
that she feels like another one of Hugo’s possessions, like an object. She is obsessed by what 
people think of her, measuring her self-value in the image other people have of her: “Espera, 
Solange, wait a second… Which of the guests has already seen you in that dress?” (73). In 
narcissistic fashion, she is excessively preoccupied and dominated by her image or status as 
object to others (Miller, Shame in Context 88). She judges people harshly according to their 
appearances “that old harpy Angélica, such bad taste she has in clothing, always wearing gaudy 
colors…She never regained her shape after the ingeniero’s last child” (71). However, she judges 
her own physical appearance as cruelly, too: “I really must lose some weight. Maybe I have time 
to call Yadia to give me a massage with algae on my thighs, and a wrap” (73). As a true dama 
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(lady), Solange recognizes her dependency upon her husband (Welter 159). She knows very well 
that in machista Dominican society, “[y]ou need status at the top, and Hugo gives her status” 
(129). She has forged a privileged destiny for herself by accepting the role of the perfect wife to 
business magnate Hugo Graubel, “but the role had changed her. She had become a señora. And 
it fitted her marvelously, she couldn´t deny it. Habit had converted her into Solange Graubel, 
wife of the millionaire businessman Hugo Graubel, mother of his two heirs, member of the board 
of directors of the National Library, patron of the arts. She really was una dama” (128). 
Although Solange “knows very well where she is going[, s]he is going to the top and no 
one can move her from there” (129), the unsettling presence of the deliciously ambiguous 
Sirena/o Selena awakens all of her fears of being shamed once again. She knows that if Hugo 
succumbs to Sirena, the “scandal now, after so much work, would be the death of her prestige. It 
would turn her into the misfit she was before…” (135). Solange is very familiar with shame and 
humiliation. As a young girl, she  
decided to grow up slowly, to keep up appearances with her mother, who began 
little by little to sell the furniture and took her youngest daughter out of the 
exclusive girls’ school where she was studying. Solange was deathly afraid of her 
alcohólico father, who presented her so cordially to people to whom he owed 
money, to his business associates. Solange felt as if he were trying to sell her. She 
could still see those business associates looking at them disdainfully –at her, at 
her father…She grew slowly because of the shame. (129) 
 
Solange has been able to create a social persona that embodies the ultimate rich Dominican lady. 
But deep inside, her narcissistic perfectionism hides all her shame wounds, which the young 
transvestite singer Selena is able to see right away: “Oh, yes, Solange, I know. You’re a climber, 
like me, a young girl dressed like a woman, who believes in reaching the top. And you suffer, 
you are rich but you suffer, there are memories embedded in your soul that you can’t shake” 
(133). Selena sings so beautifully and so sadly that Solange has to run to express her frustrated 
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envy and desperation in the privacy of her room: “‘Cálmate, Solange, take a deep breath, don’t 
be ridiculous. What are the guests going to think if they don’t see you at the party; the help, what 
if they go looking for you with some question and they can’t find you… She won’t give them the 
satisfaction of seeing her humiliated…” (170-171). Solange needs to hide the flood of emotions 
Selena’s singing has awakened. She cannot lose face before a young transvestite who pretends to 
play the diva. Restraint and modesty are, after all, two other crucial attributes of a true lady 
(Welter 162).  
 Martha Divine and Solange Graubel have internalized what John Berger described as the 
way in which a woman has traditionally viewed herself in patriarchal societies: “From earliest 
childhood she has been taught and persuaded to survey herself continually… She has to survey 
everything she is and everything she does because how she appears to others and ultimately how 
she appears to men, is of crucial importance for what is normally thought of as the success of her 
life” (46-47). Both characters devote their narcissistic energies towards impeccable performances 
of what an attractive and respectable lady should be. Sirena Selena, on the other hand, prefers to 
concentrate on creating the illusion of an irresistible siren70 whose sexual ambiguity, physical 
beauty, and amazing voice can seduce men into adoration:  
When Sirena passed through the door of her room, at exactly fifteen to six, 
she was the living image of a goddess. Each step, carefully considered, evinced 
the aura of a consummate bolerista. She was seductive, serene, with head 
crowned with perfect black curls and her face framed by two curls that fell to the 
middle of her cheeks. From each ear hung a spray of oval pearls surrounded by 
diamonds. Her slender form was sheathed in sparkling mother-of-pearl, from 
which a tanned, perfectly sculpted leg emerged with each step, as if from the sea 
at sunset. (34-35).   
 
                                                 
70
 The word “sirena” in Spanish translates into “mermaid” in English. Santos-Febres plays with both senses of the 
term “siren,” since Sirena Selena is as much a man-eater, as –referring to the myth- an incredible singer that 
enchants men into surrender. 
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Sirena has learned to use her beautiful voice to her advantage, and her ambition will take her far, 
because “[y]ou just need a little talent. A little talent and a lot of businesswoman’s instinct. 
Sirena bets she has more than enough of both ingredients” (30). Sirena’s narcissism claims all 
her attention on herself, and for that reason, for Sirena “no one had ever really existed outside of 
her world, even if their paths crossed” (50). Her ambition is to be able to immigrate to New 
York, “[t]o try his luck there as who he really is” (3). Sirena asks her santos71 that “my voice 
come out filled with needles, dense, that it enter the breasts of those who listen to me and wring 
longing and applause from them” (7). She knows that her beautiful voice can allow her “to have 
power and dominion to conquer [her] enemies” (7). But, who are her enemies? 
 Sirena Selena, “the most fragile of all the hustlers on the street, the most screwed-up 
fifteen-year-old in the whole barrio” (8), accuses those  
grown men who from a distance somehow realized something that I only felt 
vaguely. They came and opened their car doors already knowing that I would get 
in, I would sit there staring coldly at them, I would let the trembling hand go 
wherever it went, knowing that what always happened would happen, the 
swelling, the delicious fear, the urge to cry, the burning saliva, the tear in my eye, 
the yearning to die right there… Then came the hardening of their faces, after 
discovering, but not saying, what they have discovered. (8) 
 
Sirenito accuses the men who paid “twenty pesos” (8) for his sexual favors of awakening his 
homosexual desire as a young boy, and of later despising him and themselves for their shared 
desire. They were his “worst enemies” because they “disappeared afterward, as if swallowed up 
by the earth” (9), leaving Sirenito on his own, trying to escape Social Services and the menace of 
a state orphanage, a place where Sireno was definitely not going. As he explains to his first 
“mamá,” the transvestite Valentina Frenesí: “How’s the government going to take care of me? 
By locking me up in a home and treating me like trash? The only place I can make it is on the 
                                                 
71
 “Santos” like “María Piedra de Imán” are deities in the pantheon of “Santería,” a syncretic religion originated in 
the Caribbean as a fusion of Christianity (more specifically, the Catholic Church) with African religions.  
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street, Valentina” (66). The street proves too dangerous, though, and Sireno falls victim to 
violent rape: “…then she saw him, with his pants pulled halfway down, his hands clenched, his 
underwear bloody…” (63). From then on, Sireno progressively becomes “la Sirena” and the 
rumors spread of his/her power over men: 
It was rumored that even when he was a kept boy no one had been able to hang on 
to him, that at the precise moment when one penetrated him, melodies escaped 
from his chest and he began to croon with his ecstatic and glorious voice full of 
the Spirit of Light . They said that even the most macho men wilted in his 
presence, and that later he would gently turn them, wet them with ceremonial 
saliva, and enter their hot, waiting bodies. (46-47) 
 
 Sirenito then becomes Sirena Selena and “se sirve de sus ‘armas de mujer’ para atraer a 
los hombres, especialmente su voz, que usa como medio de protección y de defensa de la 
penetración…” (González-Allende 58; to seduce men she makes use of her ‘feminine weapons,’ 
particularly her voice, which she uses as a means of protection and defense against 
penetration…). Sirena creates a performance that aims to fight desperately the shameful 
memories of rape, misery, and addiction. Her enchanting songs “adquieren, por lo tanto, tres 
funciones: sobreponerse al dolor a través de un proceso de objetivización, evitar ser penetrado y 
hechizar a los hombres y domarles por medio de la penetración” (González-A. 58; acquire, then, 
three functions: to overcome pain through an objectification process, to avoid being penetrated, 
and to cast a spell on men and subdue them through penetration). Even if, as González suggests, 
Santos-Febres’ novel does not question patriarchal values that place a stigma on those who are 
penetrated while granting power to those who are able to penetrate, the author effectively 
destabilizes assumptions of “masculinity” or “phallic” power based on appearances. Both Sirena 
and Leocadio -the character who mirrors many characteristics of magical Selena- have beautiful 
and rather fragile bodies which awaken male desire: “Ay, Señor santo, la Sirena. She was like 
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that, like that muchachito, someone who could never be invisible simply walking down the 
street, even if she wanted to. A hungry eye always spots them” (210).  
These bodies, though, hide surprises, as the avid Martha Divine confesses to herself when 
helping Sirena get ready for the show: “It’s not that Sirena wanted to boast, but she had enough 
down there to share and then some…Stunned, she couldn’t imagine how from that thin, fragile 
body such a thing could hang. Sirena’s penis was immense, a little grotesque because it was so 
disproportionate to the rest of her body” (34). Sirena Selena seduces from the dangerous limits of 
ambiguity: “Her hairless body, seminude, in a tiny bikini, made her look like a tomboy trying to 
be un hombrecito on the beach, but showing her femme side with her little jumps and squeals 
among the trash” (43). Sirena Selena brings her “secret” to her music, subverting thus bolero, a 
traditional musical genre that sings the conflicts of heterosexual love. By doing this so 
effectively, her character “cuestiona la falacia de los absolutos y de las identidades establecidas” 
(Cuadra 157; questions the fallacy of absolutes and established identities). Following the script 
of Narcissus’ myth, Sirena Selena builds the performance of seduction of “a doll startled by her 
own beauty, by her own image” (164). Sirena performs her ambiguity as yet another source of 
appeal to her eager admirers, those she needs to conquer but never dares to love. 
In an interesting discussion of Freud’s papers on narcissism, Francis Broucek cites 
Freud’s description of the dynamics of love and care with respect to the narcissistic ego: “Freud 
advanced the idea that in pathological narcissism one’s own ego is the more or less exclusive 
love object, and consequently, there is an impaired capacity for object love” (52). Broucek 
explains Freud’s assertion by pointing out the common source of shame that is unrequited love, 
as well as the fact that “[f]orms of love that don’t involve ‘longing and deprivation’ because they 
don’t demand reciprocation don’t lower self-regard but enhance it, as everyday experience 
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confirms” (53). For love and care to flourish, as Broucek discusses, the ego has to be able to 
recognize others as subjects “in their own right,” and not simply tools to be used “in an 
exploitive way in the service of one’s own self-aggrandizement” (53).  
At the end of the novel, Sirena wonders about her relationship with Hugo Graubel: “But 
how am I going to fall in love with him if I don’t even know him?,” she reassures herself that “I 
love the luxury that surrounds him, his wallet that is always full of billetes, I love their smell, and 
the path they open for me, with me sitting in the driver’s seat and the billetes taking me to the 
very heights of paradise” (189). Although her ambition and desire for economic agency and 
autonomy are undeniable, “Sirena’s no fool. She knows that something strange is happening, that 
sometimes, at night, she lies awake remembering things that she had pushed to the back of her 
consciousness. In the midst of her sleeplessness she had hugged Hugo. Pure reflex, she tries to 
convince herself. But in that embrace she had felt protected and, without really trying, had fallen 
asleep again” (189). She cannot let love happen because “Sirena couldn’t allow herself to depend 
on his host. She shouldn’t trust the hand that throws scraps to stray dogs” (190). She had to 
“[s]omehow…protect herself from that promise of love” (191). Sirena’s protection is finally to 
escape with as much as possible:  
The next day, Hugo Graubel awakens, tired. He searches in the bed for 
Selena’s body. She’s not there. Maybe she’s in the bathroom. He gets up. He goes 
to see what time it is. He can’t find his Cartier watch. He looks for his trousers, 
his wallet in the pocket. It’s not there either. He goes to the closet. Empty 
hangers; the boxes from the shoes he bought Sirena are also empty… “And she 
didn’t leave anything else, not even a note for me?” “Not that I know of, Señor 
Graubel.” (207) 
Sirena leaves Hugo and Martha Divine behind, in her search for the applause and recognition 
that are legitimately hers, as a “…recently discovered diva” who is “ready to identify the luxury 
that will accompany her from now on” (47). Martha Divine, Sirena’s discoverer and agent, reacts 
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with understanding when her protégé runs away. She knows of Sirena Selena’s history of abuse, 
neglect, poverty, addiction, and desperation. After all “…life isn’t life for one who lives with this 
weight in her belly…That’s why she doesn’t blame Sirena. How could she blame her?”  
 In her first novel, situated in “this soup of islands stewed in hunger and the desire to be 
someone else” (211), Santos-Febres creates characters that resist shame and humiliation by 
narcissistically focusing on themselves as a means of survival. Their tactics are deployed against 
a background where the social geography of the islands appears hierarchically ordered with Haiti 
at the bottom, the Dominican Republic and Cuba in the middle, and Puerto Rico at the top. As 
the tiguerito72 Migueles explains to Leocadio: “As soon as I save up enough for my ticket, I’m 
heading for Puerto Rico. That is where the real money is, man” (157). Leocadio looks up to 
Migueles and his vast experience with people from all over the world, while his own contact 
with foreigners has so far been reduced to “a Haitian, but they didn’t count. How could they 
count, if sometimes even the in the poor barrio where he lived nobody wanted to rent them 
rooms. Haitians lived like stray dogs” (158). National, racial, and social stereotypes appear 
continually in the novel, as when Dominican Migueles explains to Leocadio that “those boricuas 
are all lazy. They don’t like to work” (156), referring to the vast opportunities for work in Puerto 
Rico, where all nationals are “used to being gringos,” and “everybody does drugs” (157). Martha 
Divine knows very well that even though in Puerto Rico federal laws prohibit underage Selena to 
work for wages, in the Dominican Republic “they don’t care about such things” (5). Sirena 
herself had her own preconceptions about the Dominican Republic crashed because “[s]he hadn’t 
                                                 
72
 Chris Girman devotes a whole chapter in his treatise Mucho Macho (2004) to the figure of the Dominican 
“tíguere.” This individual is described by popular Dominican culture as the typical male who “has nothing to fear, 
using his body as his biggest weapon, as parody, manipulation, receptacle of physical pleasure” (151). Girman’s 
affirms that the “Dominican sex worker ends up looking like the ultimate tíguere. He is able to earn a living by 
using one of the only pieces of capital he owns- his own body. If the goal is financial reward, the most able are the 
men who can adapt their own sexual practices to the desires of foreign tourists and older Dominican men” (153). 
This is exactly what the character Migueles does for a living, and what he is slowly teaching the beautiful Leocadio.  
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known that there were millionaires like this in the Dominican Republic. On the news they only 
talked about Dominicans fleeing in boats –encrusted with salt, or gnawed at by sharks and 
floating belly up in the Mona passage” (84).  
 Santos-Febres effectively recreates in this novel those “marginal migrations” which, 
according to Shalini Puri, have not been properly investigated in Diaspora studies in the 
Caribbean (4). The author of Sirena Selena alludes to the social/political/economic hierarchies 
that organize migrations among islands in the Caribbean, always against the powerful backdrop 
of the United States. She refers explicitly to sex tourism as a profitable industry, as shown in 
Martha Divine’s rule that 
The wealthy tourist’s urges must be satisfied. Folkloric dancing and meringue 
orchestras will never be able to seduce them so deliciously. Variety, gentlemen, 
variety. That’s what the public wants. In their own countries, even drunk, they 
wouldn’t go to a show of locas, but once they’re lost in salty arrumacos of a 
Caribbean island, rum in their veins, skin scorched by unfamiliar temperatures, 
any novel idea would invite them to relax their prejudices. (93-94) 
Benigno Sánchez-Eppler and Cindy Patton, in the introduction to their book Queer Diasporas 
(2000) affirm that “sexuality is on the move” (2). The strategies used by Martha Divine, Sirena 
Selena, Solange, Migueles, and Leocadio, among others in the novel, reflect Sánchez and 
Patton’s conviction that “…identity is viewed as strategic, rather than essential, contingent on, 
reproduced, decaying, co-opted, in relation to material and discursive factors that, especially in 
the context of sexualities, are always a complex lamination of local onto global onto local. 
Sexuality is intimately and immediately felt, but publicly and internationally described and 
mediated” (2).  
The three characters analyzed, Martha Divine, Solange Graubel, and Sirena Selena, 
constantly negotiate their (sexual/gender) identities strategically so as to achieve higher levels of 
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material agency in the context of patriarchal societies in the Caribbean, where machismo 
employs double standards as regards social respectability versus enacted desires. The three 
characters exhibit the dialectic tension that characterizes the connection between shame and 
narcissism: “grandiosity and desire for perfection,” on the one side, “and the archaic sense of self 
as flawed, inadequate, and inferior following realization of separateness from, and dependence 
on, objects,” on the other (Morrison, Shame: The Underside of Narcissism 66). Their early 
experiences with shame have started a cycle where “shame and narcissism inform each other, as 
the self is experienced, first, alone, separate, and small, and, again, grandiosely, striving to be 
perfect and reunited with its ideal” (66). At the end of the novel, the three show that their 
narcissistic drive has provided them with ways to manipulate material means in order to obtain 
more autonomy, and perhaps, a better life.  
d. Molded in Pain: Narcissistic Masochism in Emanuel Xavier’s Christ-Like (1999) 
       Write a poem for me  
Do not choose a fresh page from a brand new journal  
use paper that has been crumbled and tossed  
thrown out by a spineless father only to be recycled  
Save a tree for future poets to write under 
       -- Emanuel Xavier (“Simple Poem” 2005) 
Latino writer, poet, actor, and revolutionary Emanuel Xavier’s first and only novel tells 
the semi-autobiographical tale of Miguel Álvarez, the son of a teen Ecuadorian girl and a Puerto 
Rican heartthrob who leaves her as soon as he finds out she is pregnant. The story of Miguel has 
many echoes of Emanuel’s own, including the description of both parents, the sexual abuse 
suffered in infancy by a family member, the escape from home to hustling in the streets, drug 
selling, and the security found under the protection of one of New York drag ball circuit’s 
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“houses.” This reading of Xavier’s novel focuses on the influence of Miguel’s childhood abuse 
and later rejection of him as a homosexual by his mother as the key shame experiences that 
propel Miguel into a self-destructive masochistic existence of narcissistic contours. The study 
shows that Miguel’s dangerous choices are by no means unusual or unique for those who have 
experience abuse so early in their lives.  
In the first chapter of his book The Many Faces of Shame, Donald Nathanson explains 
how a child will probably develop a strong concept of “bad-me” when (s)he sees transformations 
in mum or caregiver but cannot allow her/himself to think of them as evil or dangerous (37). 
Confronted with a reality of indifference, negligence, or even blatant abuse, the child looks for 
ways in which to manage the confusion generated by the lack of loving responses from those 
around her/him. This helplessness provokes such anxiety that it may trigger a masochistic refuge 
in suffering as a way to retain some level of control. According to Susan Miller,  masochism is 
characterized by forces in the personality that lead to the perpetuation of suffering based on the 
belief, unarticulated, that suffering leads to direct gratification, to a respite from pain and 
helplessness, and that it provides an effective assault on what is hated and/or hurtful (153). 
Miller –as many other shame theorists- affirms that narcissism and masochism have a lot in 
common, since both “distort reality in order to maintain the illusion of full control over 
interpersonal life and corresponding object representations” (154). Oscillating between an 
obsessive focus on the self, and the intentional quest for pain, the shamed subject tries to regain 
agency and connection. The dialectical relationship of shame with narcissism evidences this 
“grandiosity and desire for perfection [on the one side], and the archaic sense of self as flawed, 
inadequate, and inferior following realization of separateness from, and dependence on, objects” 
(Morrison, Shame: The Underside 66). If the quest for individuation is always defined in terms 
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of finding a sense of uniqueness while at the same time being able to merge with the ideal(s), the 
impact of violence, indifference, or hatred on an emerging subjectivity will most probably have 
long-lasting painful effects. 
Christ-Like’s first pages exemplify some of those effects, presenting young Mickey at the 
entrance of “The Sanctuary,” a “condemned church” in New York city, now a site for grandiose 
disco balls (5). He is in his early twenties, but already very wise on the prices of various services: 
“…for forty bucks, Mickey would touch your hand, the cold vial of coke or K contrasting against 
the feverish warmth of latin machismo…A hundred bucks and Mickey would drop to his knees 
and feast on your supremacy with starving lips…Two hundred and the gates of banjee73 heaven 
would spread wide open while you ripped through his soul…” (5-6). His current status as a drug 
dealer and a prostitute is redeemed by the fact that he has become a member of the “House of 
X,” a “Godless gang of vicious gays whose wrists were only limp because of heavy knives used 
to slash their enemies” (6). The “houses” of ball dance parties in New York City, featured in the 
documentary films Paris is Burning (1991) by Jenny Livingston, and How Do I Look (2004) by 
Wolfgang Busch, seem to have emerged “out of the intense competition between Puerto 
Rican/Latino and [non-Latino] black drag queens at these balls in the late 1960s” (Cruz-Malavé, 
Queer Latino Testimonio 179). Cruz-Malavé explains that by the time “the House of 
Xtravaganza would be founded in the early 1980s by a young Puerto Rican runaway…, drag 
balls had had a long history in New York City, a history that dated back to the great masquerade 
                                                 
73
 “Banjee” or “banjee boy” is a term from the 1980s or earlier that describes a certain type of young Latino or Black 
man who has sex with men and who dresses in urban fashion for reasons which may include expressing masculinity, 
hiding his sexual orientation or attracting male partners. The term is mostly associated with New York City and may 
be Nuyorican in origin. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Banjee) 
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balls of the 1920s and 1930s when queer men and women cross-dressed and danced…” (179). 
Initial competition categories, which were mainly related to fashion, were expanded as -Cruz- 
Malavé explains- the 
…new generation of kids would introduce into the balls’ competitive runway 
walk new survival arts that had been worked out and honed in correctional 
facilities, parks, dance clubs, and streets against those who would have had them 
diminished or erased: the shady art of insult or “reading,” the stylishly martial art 
of “voguing,” and the apparently-simple-yet-dangerously-daring art of walking 
down the street cross-dressed without being detected or “spooked,” without being 
bloodied. (180) 
 
All the abilities that Cruz-Malavé lists as being evaluated in the new competitions among 
“houses” are recreated in Xavier’s novel in detail. The protagonist, young runaway Miguel, 
discovers that at “The Sanctuary” 
[e]very weekend, the finest personalities from the entertainment industry and the 
most fascinating club scenesters attented … in a mass ritual. They were admired 
while mingling on the dance floor with a feast of muscle boys, expensive models, 
and a never-ending parade of voguing divas. All the infamous houses emerged 
from the darkness to serve as choirboys for the evening, chanting their ensuing 
battles of “Bring it! Serve it! Learn it!” They only served the best in bitterness and 
attitudes. (112) 
 
He becomes fascinated by this alternative world where beauty, dance, and attitude reign 
supreme. His model becomes Damian, who with a “light-skinned black muscular body, flawless 
face, [and] street-boy image,” is “the greatest dancer in New York City” (114). Mickey knows 
the value of beauty and good dancing to be able to become a member of one of the houses and 
that is why he “closely studied the moves of the most skilled voguers and quickly became an 
amazing dancer himself” (114). Soon enough –and thanks to his lover Jorge X- Miguel, now 
Mikey, enjoys his initiation in the House of X: 
By the month of June, Mikey was officially introduced as the newest 
member of the House of X at the X-T-C Ball to a Sanctuary packed with every 
ego in New York City who would pay the $20 admission at the door and put up 
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with the two-hour wait….Mikey was saved for last. He mounted the runway with 
enviable ease and confidence in a black Armani suit which his “sistas” had stolen 
for him. It was the happiest time of his life to finally be accepted into a family that 
would embrace his locuras and not consider him una desgracia de la familia. 
Here he was admired not condemned for his deviance. (124)  
 
The reality behind becoming one of the “gay darlings of the club scene” and a member of “an 
impenetrable clique” (139) for Mikey is that he progressively falls deeper into a violent circle of 
drugs, prostitution, and alienation. With his gang, “[n]ight after night together they terrorized the 
clubs to get stoned, wherever bouncers would ceremoniously usher them past velvet ropes. They 
read and battled the other queens, tearing apart anyone who crossed any which one of them” 
(139). Mikey suspects that “he was running away from something by losing himself in the drugs, 
but from what he still wasn’t sure” (153). 
 If at that point in his life Mikey still had difficulty defining which ghosts he was trying to 
avoid, the very first pages of the novel show circumstances that explain a lot of what he 
experiences later in his young life. At the tender age of two, the novel relates, Mikey’s lips 
“already knew hunger and submission, thanks to older cousin Chino” (6). The implied reference 
to sexual abuse by a member of his family is crudely described later in the novel: “Late at night, 
when all the world was sleeping, Miguelito would be awakened by the cold touch of Chino’s 
hand fondling his soft baby butt. At times, wet sticky fingers dug deep inside of him, searching 
virgin walls. Unable to say but a few words, Miguelito would scream when he was forced to go 
to bed” (43). The memories of the abuse remain engraved in Mikey’s emotions, and he evokes 
vividly “[b]lood gathering in the bottoms of his feet and his head, everything in between became 
numb while Chino penetrated him, breaking down the only walls that ever held Miguelito 
together” (43-44).  
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The sense of fragmentation and dissolution of the self that Mikey experienced as an 
abused boy translates later into a violent temper driven by shame and silence: “Once Mikey 
bashed another little boy dead in the face, busting his nose, because Mikey woke up to find the 
boy’s leg over him” (47). His shameful secret and confusion over conflicting sensations of pain 
and pleasure help develop “a vicious temper,” and “a terrible angry glare” (47). The silence over 
the abuse alienates Mikey from his mother, who “no longer knew how to control him as he 
became worse and worse, everyday getting into another fight” (47). Mikey’s rage against the 
shame and impotence of his childhood abuse is met at home by even worse violence from his 
stepfather and mum: “ Magdalena, just minutes after being beaten by Emilio, would chase Mikey 
with Emilio’s leather belt, screaming ‘¡NO GRITES!’ before whipping him… There were times 
one or both of them would end up at the emergency room after a vicious brawl” (48). Immersed 
in a reality of poverty, frustration, and daily violence, Mikey cannot find a way to connect to 
those around him and channel the insecurities and questions aroused by his conflicting emotions.  
 If silence about cousin Chino’s repeated abuse slowly distances Mikey from his mother, 
the revelation of the attacks does not seem to bring them any closer. Mikey decides to tell his 
mother about them at the precise moment when her mother is interrogating him about his 
homosexual relationship with his friend Mario: “‘¿QUIEN? ¿QUIEN? MARIO? MARIO 
RAPED YOU?’… ‘NO, MAMI, NO! CHINO! CHINO, MAMI! CHINO!’ … Magdalena was 
horrified, her face an ardent red. ‘NOOO!’ -she pretended not to hear him- ‘NO! ¡TU NO ERES 
MARICÓN! ¡TU NO ERES MARICÓN!’” (61-62; YOU ARE NOT A FAGGOT!) . 
Magdalena’s denial of Mikey’s abuse and rejection of him because of his homosexuality finally 
drive the young boy “back at the piers, this time sucking off old men because he had to, relying 
on the kindness of strangers for a place to stay or a couch to crash” (65). There on the streets, his 
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new friend “Alex, now a homeless hustler himself, introduced Mikey to cocaine, acid, and 
Ecstacy to take away the pain, and together they became the most notorious sex workers at the 
piers” (65). Mikey’s masochistic and self destructive energy is channeled through careless sex. 
The “number of people Mikey slept with multiplied daily –voguing queens, runaway twelve-
year-olds, fifty-year-old sugar daddies, fellow hustlers, drug addicts. They all seemed to have 
stories more horrifying than his own” (65).  
In her study of childhood sexual abuse and HIV among Latino gay men, Sonya Grant 
Arreola uncovers the destructive power of silence over sexual abuse in Latino boys who grow to 
be reckless gay lovers. Grant Arreola was intrigued by the connection of childhood traumatic 
sexual experiences with the reality of Latino gay men who expose themselves dangerously by 
engaging in unprotected sex. The author found the “dramatic influence childhood sexual abuse 
has on later risky sexual behaviors that are related to risk for HIV infection” (35). She contends 
that childhood abuse together with silence promote the fact that “Latino gay men have higher 
prevalence and incidence rates of HIV and are twice as likely to be infected with HIV as white 
gay men” (36). This is caused, as the author explains, by the fact that “[m]ore than 50 percent of 
Latino gay men report having had unprotected anal sex within a year of being asked, in spite of 
substantial knowledge about HIV, accurate perceptions or personal risk, and strong intentions to 
practice safer sex” (37). As can be easily concluded, the weakest link in this list of factors that 
put Latino gay men at a higher risk is the question of “intentions” when these do not materialize 
in safer behavior. Grant Arreola suspects that “the silence around sex generally, and around 
sexual desire for men and childhood sexual abuse specifically, all contribute to impending 
integration of intention with actual behavior” (37).  
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For this author, the most pervasive influence on Latino gay men who show risky sexual 
behavior is (shameful) silence. She considers that “the inability of [a Latino gay man’s] family 
and social environment to facilitate his making sense of and assimilating his developing sense of 
desire for men with loving and warm feelings resulted in his need to keep his sexual feelings 
separate …from the rest of his developing sense of self” (41). In the novel, such alienation is 
exemplified in the remembrance of Mikey’s early years, when “[h]e had no friends, no 
girlfriends, and if he wasn’t out with his parents, Mikey stayed home alone pretending to be 
someone else” (51).  
The feelings of isolation and confusion (trauma and pleasure at the same time) generated 
by childhood abuse prompt many Latino gay men to “dissociate themselves from the experience” 
as “an adaptive strategy for dealing with conflicting impulses in childhood” (Grant Arreola 45). 
This dissociation, however, “makes the sense of humiliation and shame associated with sex that 
these men have internalized unavailable to consciousness,” and therefore, “sexual impulses are 
acted on without the benefit of creative mindful choosing” (45). Roberto, an HIV-positive Latino 
gay man who participated in Grant’s study affirms that the lack of care and protection against 
HIV is due to the fact “that people don’t really have a love for themselves or don’t at the very 
heart of it think that they are worth protecting” (46). Roberto’s words reverberate in Mickey’s 
risky experiences in the novel. Driven by his masochistic compulsion towards pain and danger, 
and despite his fear of the AIDS crisis, Mikey “finally allowed Ricky to fuck him without 
protection. With nothing to lose, they continued having unsafe sex until Mikey arranged to have 
them both checked for the disease…Ricky was HIV positive. By some miracle of God, Mikey 
remained negative” (73). The risk of facing death so closely seems to provide Mikey’s weakened 
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sense of self with a perception of enhanced power, the ability to inflict pain and sickness onto 
himself. 
Another clear example of a masochistic attitude used as a strategy for more control and 
agency is Mickey’s early days as a prostitute on the piers: “He gave them blowjobs everywhere, 
in dark alleys, elegant offices, and the bushes of Central Park. He did it not because he had to but 
to satisfy the darkness quivering in his own heart. In some twisted way, Mikey now felt a certain 
thrill in reliving his sexual abuse by allowing these older men to take advantage of him…Mikey 
victimized himself if only to feel he was making someone happy” (59). His capacity to make 
other people happy is what awards him power, but always at the cost of his own well-being. 
Masochistic people, says Miller, need to “feel victimized in order to justify withdrawal to an 
omnipotent state” (The Shame 201).  
Mikey’s tendency to validate his existence through the marginalized and very dangerous 
alliance to the streets and the club scene is explained by him thus: “When our own family puts 
you out on the streets of New York as a child for wanting the same sex, you create your own 
family or ‘house’ and deviance becomes a way of life, self-destruction giving you the only 
fleeting glimpses of survival” (6). In his description of the “House of Xtravaganza,” Cruz-
Malavé repeats Mike’s affirmation by saying that “as the number of gay runaway and thrown-
away kids began to flood the streets by the late 1970s and early 1980s, the houses would become 
more than fashion houses; they would turn into alternative kinship structures with a “father,” a 
“mother,” and a band of oftentimes unruly “children,” places where a whole generation of 
abandoned kids would find protection, status, and love” (Queer Latino 180). Christopher 
Carrington insists on the social role of the circuit as the space that meets “a variety of important 
social and psychological needs for participants” (“Circuit Culture” 144).  
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In reaction to negative views of the circuit professed by gay intellectuals like journalist 
and author Michelangelo Signorile, Carrington reacts by stating that “[t]he Circuit unashamedly 
embraces gay male desire and constructs, maintains, and celebrates collective social bonds, 
bonds of great import to many gay men but underappreciated or vilified by many observers” 
(144). The taxing life that the circuit or the streets demand from its participants, with abundant 
sex, drugs, alcohol, and sometimes violence, appears nonetheless as a space where those who 
cannot find acceptance anywhere else can find themselves belonging. This “secure 
environment,” alleviates stress, forges bonds, and represents a statement of political resistance 
(Carrington 138). Such is the scenario that Mikey ascribes to the New York piers, since 
[e]verybody who hung out at the piers was family. The piers were a sanctuary for 
anyone who had been thrown out by their parents, anyone whose father had tried 
to kill them, anyone who had been harassed by fag bashers, anyone whose friend 
had just died of AIDS, anyone who carried “the package,” as it was called… With 
nowhere else to turn but the edge of the city, they were the forgotten children. 
They were the ones nobody else cared about or wanted to know. (70) 
 
The streets and the circuit seem to offer, among other alternatives, the possibility of 
escaping fear, of violence, of rejection, of invisibility, of death. Since it celebrates desire, “the 
Circuit scene counters the wider discourses (e.g. sex education in schools, public service 
campaigns, mass media coverage of HIV) encouraging gay men to fear sexual contact” (142-
143). The other side of this security, though, is that for many it comes at the cost of getting 
involved in prostitution, crime, and drugs. Such becomes the routine of Mikey and his friends, 
“The Shady Bunch:”  
Tuesday nights found them laying low at Dominick’s West Village crib 
where he would sample new records for them while they tested coke, K, crystal, 
Ecstasy, and acid…By Wednesday night…they would venture into a sex club 
with flashlights to feast their eyes on the grand orgies of men sucking one another 
off….Friday nights…[s]toned, they would pick fights with anyone who looked at 
them the wrong way…They shoplifted only the finest baggy oversized clothing, 
just for the very thrill of it. (140-141) 
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In the haze provoked by drugs, Mikey and his friends spend most of their time just preparing for 
the next party: “Saturday nights they modeled the latest in stolen merchandise at The Sanctuary –
Hilfiger, Lauren, Diesel, and Nautica” (141). When his friends from the house of X learn that he 
is in need of money to put a roof over his head, they offer Mikey to work for Ernesto, a well-
known drug dealer: “Mikey was dimly aware that they had already come to some sort of an 
agreement with Ernesto about Mikey’s fate. In an effort to help Mikey get his life together and 
feel better about himself, they tried to help him the only way they knew how” (218). It is within 
this marginal circle where Mikey finds acceptance and affection, but marginality also has its 
costs. 
The house members’ efforts to help Mikey financially do not necessarily mean that he 
will feel better about himself. Although turned into a successful drug dealer and prostitute, 
sustained and protected by the House of X, Mikey suffers from a “pain he longed to forget,” 
which becomes once again very real after the death of AIDS of his former lover Juan Carlos 
(192). This death leaves Mikey “exposed and vulnerable” (192), bringing back the frustration of 
his old fears and his distant relationship with his mother: “They both seemed to be holding back, 
Magdalena still angry at Mikey for the way he disappeared and Mikey still annoyed that his 
mother could not accept his homosexuality” (109). Mikey’s narcissistic refuge in the “voguing” 
culture of the ball circuit does not completely erase the pain and suffering he is so afraid of 
facing. He decides to try, once again, with a romantic relationship, but his new lover, Chris, 
“made Mikey out to be inferior to him the way Emilio used to make Magdalena feel…his words 
and air of superiority were enough to make Mikey feel abused” (198). The oppressing attitude of 
his lover towards him, instead of infuriating or rebelling Mikey, “was probably the main reason 
Mikey remained with Chris, feeling abused was familiar” (198). Mikey’s comfort of familiarity 
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with abuse seems to be explained in Miller’s assertion that the attempts to “discard a shame-
based identity will likely provoke feelings of danger…” (The Shame 184). Mikey prefers to stay 
within the known boundaries of abuse, because there is where he was raised.  
However, the dark reality of abuse is nothing but another factor that contributes to 
Mikey’s increasing “feeling of emptiness” (200). Overburdened by shame and guilt, Mikey “was 
still convinced that he would die of AIDS after everything he had done” (201). He seems to 
abandon all attempts at finding something in him to love, and decides to “drop his pants and 
allow multiple mouths to devour him in Central Park; all to find in others the love he couldn’t 
find in himself” (201). 
When writing about how to treat masochistic patients, Susan Miller recommends that the 
therapist not question the relationship between the patient’s pain state and earlier stresses, but 
rather question the need to keep the pain alive in the present (The Shame 191). Mikey’s state of 
helplessness, in which he does not know “whether it was better to live with pain or simply die” 
(201) appears as an example of profound depression caused by shame and rejection. Mikey 
“wanted to live in a world where he could love freely without condemnation” (202). He has 
found in his “house” friends a “relationship with a person (or persons) whom we perceive as 
accepting, attuned, and responsive” (Morrison, The Culture 108). The reality of the group, 
however, does not contribute to a real increase in “the essential quality in the healing of shame: 
self-acceptance” (Morrison 104). Finding himself constricted by the marginality of the life 
offered by the club scene, Mikey’s frustration echoes Morrison’s strong view that there is no 
lasting alleviation of shame at a societal level when isolation, exclusivity, and violence are the 
tools of change (115). Mikey confesses to himself, at the end of the novel, that it “was not dying 
that scared him, it was the realization that he had wasted his life” (202). He becomes increasingly 
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disappointed with the life he leads, until “going to The Sanctuary became a burden for Mikey” 
(224). When “the House of X began fighting with Mikey about who should get paid and how 
much for being a lookout for him and bringing him clients” (231), Mikey begins to realize that 
“his world was falling apart,” and this helps him “develop the skeleton, fragile yet definitive, of a 
conscience” (231). Mikey begins to discern that “[t]he House of X had nurtured his strange 
behavior [being drugged all the time], but he still had not place to call home” (232). His drug 
abuse and promiscuity leave Mikey “numb to emotion” (232) and incapable of receiving any real 
help.  
When Mikey’s hateful and violent stepfather, Emilio, dies,74 he feels a “brand-new 
sensation of life,” because Emilio represented “everything Mikey was trying to run away from –
ignorance, prejudice, and hatred towards homosexuals” (238). Perhaps Mikey feels that now that 
his mother will not be so close to the influence of Emilio’s violence and homophobia, he may 
carve a space of mutual acceptance with her. At the same time Emilio dies, The Sanctuary closes 
down and the church gets demolished, signaling a new cycle in Mikey’s life. He decides to call 
Ernesto and “tell him that he no longer wanted to work for him” (240). He begins to uncover the 
masochistic cycle in which “by selling himself and selling drugs, Mikey had become everything 
he thought society expected of a victim of sexual and physical abuse. It had made it easier to 
believe all the negative things people said about him. So he had lived up to their expectations, 
without regret” (242). He confesses to one of the spirits in his recurrent nightmares that “I want 
to believe in something other than pain and misery” (249), and later tells his circuit friends that 
“I just have to get away from here, from all the madness, from all the anger and pain!” (250). In 
order to do this, Mikey still has to face Chino, the source of his first and most powerful shame. 
                                                 
74
 The end of the novel invites a Freudian investigation of Mikey’s oedipal wish for death of the Father. Though 
interesting, it is not the focus of this reading. 
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The last scene in the novel reveals Mikey with his mom, Magdalena,75 in an image that recreates 
Michelangelo’s masterpiece Pietà, after Mikey attacks Chino when finding him abusing his own 
daughter: “Magdalena ran to Mikey’s side and lifted her trembling son. She held him tightly in 
her arms, with all the love and strength in the world, his blood and tears mingling with the warm 
tears on her bosom” (254).  
Xavier’s novel is structured following the trajectory of Christ’s Passion. The symbolic 
value of such choice cannot be underestimated, not only for the effective images of redemption 
through pain it provides, but also as a clear subversive move in which a suffering homosexual, 
clearly banned by his devoutly Catholic mother because of his sexuality, is equated –in his pain, 
his isolation, his search for redemption- with Jesus Christ. The novel presents life in the New 
York City ball circuit as one of the alternatives for those who cannot fit elsewhere, offering the 
protection of marginal belonging. The author, however, is not shy to present also the traps and 
risks that such security offers, and the self-perpetuation of marginality it finally enacts. The main 
character –Mikey- masochistically manipulates his status as victim in order to gain power, even 
if ephemeral or dangerous. He fights the feelings of shame and isolation from sexual abuse and 
maternal rejection by joining a community which seems to offer him the security of a validated 
identity.  In the end, it is this drive towards agency and out of shame what propels him to leave 
behind the masochistic cycle in which he is trapped, and search for an alternative that may offer 
him more acceptance of himself and more love to give.  
e.  I will survive: fighting shame with a focus on the I 
 When outlining the evolution of shame, both Andrew Morrison and Susan Miller agree 
that, if the first feelings of shame have more to do with the relationship of the child with his/her 
                                                 
75
 Notice his mother’s name, in reference to the Gospels’ Mary Magdalene. There are many other symbolic 
presences of the Evangels in the novel. Some of these will be analyzed in the next chapter. 
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caregiver(s), shame later in life is deeply rooted in the perceived failure to comply with 
internalized ideals, both for others and for the self (The Culture 71; Shame in Context 17). As 
discussed at the beginning of the chapter, this evolution of shame can be situated at a societal 
level from the interactions of the child with those people who surround him/her and their early 
interactions (Lacan’s Imaginary), to the narrative(s) in which that child inscribes her/himself as 
an adult (the Symbolic). If the child’s environment with “depressed caregivers” (Miller, The 
Shame 163) can lead to a masochistic self; as the child grows, shame “responses become more 
dependent on a stable set of inner standards and less dependent on the moment’s stimulus” 
(Miller, Shame in Context 31).  
When continually forced to identify solely with shame, not only as from early 
interactions with primary objects of affection, but also as they negotiate their access to culture 
and definition in an organizing narrative, shamed subjectivities will most probably deploy 
defense tactics in the form of an obsessive preoccupation with the self, in order to transcend 
those feelings and to defend the weakened sense of self that has survived. This excessive focus 
on the self, which appears to compensate for the acute bombardment with shame and the threat 
of invisibility it implies, can take the form of narcissistic self-reference and preoccupation with 
self-image, or the refuge in pain and suffering –masochistic mechanics for more power and 
control. These two configurations can appear alternatively or together, and they signal 
subjectivities whose sense of self have not found enough strength to become more flexible with 
internalized ideals, or have not been able to heal early wounds through “self-disclosure” 
(Morrison, The Culture 120).  
The three novels analyzed here show some of these subjectivites as they try to transcend 
abuse, rejection, rigid stereotypes, and marginalization, through a determined focus on 
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themselves. They negotiate more agency and acceptance both with their internalized ideals and 
societal norms as they become defined in dominant narratives. La Loca finds himself trapped in a 
narcissistic consumerist culture to which he can never definitely belong, although he persists and 
fails. Martha Divine and Solange Graubel manipulate the social stereotype of the respectful 
“señora” in patriarchal societies in order to gain economic autonomy and social mobility. Sirena 
Selena prefers to focus his narcissistic energies in becoming a femme fatale and advance thanks 
to the calculated seduction of men through ambiguity. Mikey is able to survive his violent 
childhood in great part thanks to the years lived in masochistic search for constant suffering and 
danger. All of them show that the self looks for available ways to counteract shame when it 
becomes too acute or too persistent.  
As an alternative to masochistic or narcissistic tactics, creativity and humor can flourish 
when the self is allowed to explore “[i]magination and fantasy, often in connection with art and 
literature [because these] are ways in which people may learn to explore the problematic aspects 
of their humanity without undue anxiety” (Nussbaum 296). These alternative roads to transcend 
and recycle shame will be the focus of the next chapter.  
 
 
  
   
 
 
 
 
 Chapter 3  
 
Shame as Fuel: Humor and Writing as Creative Tactics to Recycle Shame’s Powerful 
Energies 
     Human behavior usually seems oriented toward keeping attachments. 
      -- Suzanne M. Retzinger (“Resentment and Laughter” 1987) 
 
In shame, the feeling and minding and thinking and social body comes alive. 
  -- Elspeth Probyn (Blush, Faces of Shame 2005) 
 
 The shamed self finds enthusiasm, connectedness, and positive feedback temporarily 
interrupted. The “tacitly embodied manner” which Katz describes as making bodies invisible 
through linguistic interactions (143) and which describes how subjects find themselves immersed 
in social life, in shame is abruptly not so tacit any more. The shamed body comes painfully and 
contagiously to the fore. Steve Connor underlines shame reflexive energies by defining shame as 
“heightened attentiveness” (228). Author Sara Ahmed seems to agree with him on this when she 
describes the “discomfort” felt by “queer subjects” as an “acute awareness of the surface of one’s 
body” (148). In Ahmed’s description of those bodies which do not conform to the norm appears 
an emphasis on the power of shame to make boundaries and borders very visible. This dynamic, 
by which the surface of the body “appears as surface” (Ahmed 148),  not only signals the non-
normative body as that which does not altogether fit seamlessly into the mold, but also the limit 
or barrier that separates that body from the rest. This chapter focuses on the creative forces that 
may emerge as a result of that sudden separation or disconnection that shame enacts, energies 
which can propel the self into creation and a renewed connection to those around it. Most of the 
chapter is devoted to the analysis of humor as a healthy response to shame and anger; while the 
end of the chapter studies the close affinity between shame and writing. 
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a. I will Laugh Last, or I will Write about It: Humor and Writing in Relation to Shame 
In one of her studies on shame, Helen B. Lewis underscores how, in the safety of therapy 
sessions, the patients’ “shared laughter at their own shame can help transform this very painful 
state into a renewed sense of closeness to others, and of their own sanity” (The Role of Shame 
26). Suzanne M. Retzinger studies laughter as one effective solution to the powerful spiral 
created by shame and anger in the affect called “resentment” (“Resentment and Laughter” 151). 
She describes how “[w]hen the self is shamed, there is a feeling of being disconnected from the 
others, which conflicts with a major motive of human behavior to keep connections and 
attachments to others” (153). With an echo of Silvan Tomkin’s idea of shame as an interruption 
to enthusiasm and joy, Retzinger further defines the role of shame as being “communicative and 
regulative, regulating the behavior of self in relation to other, enabling persons to move smoothly 
through interactions with others, maintaining affectional ties” (155). As such a tool, Nathanson 
speaks of shame and how communities can use embarrassment to move a member to a more 
realistic self-appraisal (The Many Faces of Shame 260). However meaningful the role of shame 
may be for maintaining and reinforcing certain social bonds, though, this affect also holds an 
intricate and powerful relationship with anger, since for the shamed self, affirms Retzinger, 
“retaliatory hostility is almost inevitable” (154). This author studies the different reactions to 
resentment in videotaped interviews which show some women reacting to this affect with humor, 
while others do not. The results, according to the author, show that “[l]aughter serves to 
reconnect these severed ties, breaking the spiral of shame-rage” (177).  
Before beginning an analysis of how therapeutic humor and laughter can be with regards 
to shame, it has to be noted that both are also frequently used to inflict shame and humiliation. 
That is why, as Retzinger admits, “no other human response, not even anger, has given rise to so 
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many conflicting opinions” (165). In relation to shame and humiliation, laughter presents two 
opposite alternatives: to laugh with and to laugh at. The first possibility presents humor as an 
antidote to humiliation, reinforcing the bonds of the self with its surroundings. This possibility of 
humor considers laughter as an affective phenomenon that “tends to promote feelings of unity 
among persons who laugh together, just as shame provokes disjunction” (Retzinger 166). When 
Retzinger explores the function of laughter from a biological perspective for the human species, 
she expresses skepticism towards a reductive concept of laughter as only based on reason and for 
the sole purpose of social correction. Instead, she argues, “laughter must benefit the species in 
some way” (167). She reasons that laughter –in the history of humankind- “may have served the 
function of promoting social solidarity, keeping the group tightly bound, which was essential for 
the survival of the group” (167).  
It is precisely this fundamentally protective and cohesive function of humor what Katz 
refers to when he states that “[c]ollectively victimized peoples develop exquisite senses of humor 
and rich joking cultures as an alternative to mass depression” (146). When confined to persistent 
shame, whole groups can find that humor may help immensely to dispel that shame and re-
establish connections, forging alliances that promote strength. This tends to happen because “[i]n 
the sharing of laughter we find a common ground, can transform our shame into laughter, and 
become unified with others” (Retzinger 167). Ultimately, to be able to share a good (and 
spontaneous) laugh with others about “errors, mistakes, faults, weaknesses, and differences” 
means to be able to trust them (167).  
The second possibility humor presents when linked with shame, laughter as a corrective 
tool, seems to be the definition of the comic that French theorist Henri Bergson has in mind 
when he defines laughter as a “social gesture” (20) that is used to correct “inelasticity of 
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character, of mind and even of body” (19, italics in the original). For Bergson, what does not 
conform to the fluidity and “suppleness” of life becomes easily susceptible of laughter, because 
“this rigidity is the comic, and laugher is its corrective” (21). He dwells on concepts of 
mechanization, repetition, and automatism, concluding that: “We laugh every time a person gives 
us the impression of being a thing” (58, italics in the original). For Bergson, laughter is used as a 
social corrective against anything that does not follow the fluidity and dynamism of life. This 
social use of laughter is for Bergson always premeditated, because “[l]aughter, as we have seen, 
is incompatible with emotion” (186). Contrary to the definition of humor by the authors 
mentioned above, Bergson’s definition of laughter implies that the comic becomes thus first and 
foremost in the realm of ideas, and cannot be considered an emotional response. Such conception 
of humor can apply to satire, for example, since the satirist appears as an insightful observer and 
judge of social customs, using humor to denounce society’s contradictions and nonsense. At the 
same time, however, laugher can and is in fact many times used not as a means to correct what 
appears rigid or non-human, but precisely to debase the human into the category of “thing” when 
ideas are at stake. Such is the case, for instance, of ridicule, aggressive jokes, and offensive 
humorous remarks used as weapons to expose the other in shame, silencing possible responses 
with the echo of laughter. 
This chapter focuses, then, on the two possibilities awarded by humor with respect to 
shame and humiliation. The first, humor as an affective experience of social bonding from within 
shame or transcending it, is uncovered in the spirit of parody, the playful re-creation of 
discourses that shows cracks and slippages for the purpose of humorous reflection, present in 
many of the works studied. The second, humor as social correction, is traced in the spirit of 
satire, which appears directed to various social incongruities in several of the novels analyzed. 
 131 
 
The presence of “camp76” in some of the works is omniscient, and the analysis underscores its 
effectiveness through its exaggeration and playfulness.  
 Another creative response to shame which may or may not use humor is writing. The 
relationship between these two dynamics is also explored in this chapter, not only in the fiction 
analyzed but also as seen by some of the authors studied. Steve Connor describes the relationship 
between shame and writing as “an affinity” (227) which has propelled a “strong male tradition of 
attempting to write the weakness of shame” (227), while “women writers … have seen their task 
as the more much more urgent one of writing themselves out of shame…” (227). Connor’s words 
highlight the power of creative endeavors to connect the self to others “by way of what is 
universal both in our wounds and in our wounds’ balms” (Miller, The Shame 225). However 
powerful these motivations may be, the connections between shame and creative writing may not 
be limited to the rewards awarded those who dare explore shame in fiction, taking advantage of 
the fact that “shame on the page is easier to encounter than shame in real life” (Morrison, The 
Culture 10). Rather, there seems to be a deeper connection between shame and writing, which 
lies in the correspondences between both dynamics.  
Considering writing as a social (human/linguistic) activity, there is always a dialectic 
tension between the solitary focus and individual effort of the author, versus the need for (a) –
determined, imagined, desired, or hypothetical- reader(s). The dialectical energies of writing, 
then, resemble that of shame, in the “double movement shame makes: toward painful 
individuation, toward uncontrollable relationality” (Kosofsky Sedgwick, Touching Feeling 37). 
The sudden disruption of that “invisibility that is the vehicle for routinely smooth participation in 
social life” (Katz 319) provoked by shame, can also be seen as a “disruptive moment,” which, 
                                                 
76
 The use of this term in this work is mainly referring to a type of sensibility where irony is used for comedic ends, 
rendering “mass culture and other elements of mainstream life contrived, constructed, theatrical” (Feil 477-478) 
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“in interrupting identification…, too, makes identity” (Kosofsky S. 36). That is why, once the 
“artful” quality of social “conduct” (Katz 344) is denounced and reactivated by shame’s turn to 
the body and its boundaries, it becomes evident that “[s]hame is the affect that mantles the 
threshold between introversion and extroversion, between absorption and theatricality…” 
(Kosofsky S. 38). In a clear parallel with the experience of shame, it can be said that creative 
writing emerges precisely from within the powerful tension between bodily contours highlighted 
by the self-awareness awakened in creative energy, and the social realm of linguistic 
representation in which the written creation comes into being.  
b. Parody, Camp, and Satire as Useful Tools of Expression 
 José Esteban Muñoz, a critic of Cuban roots, presents an alternative response to the 
constriction of stereotypical or marginalized identities in his book Disidentifications (1999). He 
uses this term to refer to a constant process of re-utilization of available discourses to inactivate 
rigid categories or mere invisibility. What “disidentification” seems to propose is a tactical 
recycling of hegemonic narratives, something that entails being sapient of dominant 
significations, in order for the subject to put them apart and construct and perform something 
other from within those same narratives. This circular movement of re-signification is very 
appropriate, as Muñoz himself points out, for parody, since parody presupposes a deep 
familiarity with narratives, discourses and situations, in order for the parodist to be able to detect 
their weak points and bring those to the fore in intelligible and humorous ways.  
Both novels by Puerto Rican author Ángel Lozada, La Patografía(1998),77 and No quiero 
quedarme sola y vacía (2006) effectively use parody to question the validity of master narratives 
                                                 
77
 Lozada’s title plays with the word “pato” which means “effeminate man” in Puerto Rico, and the word 
“patografía,” which in Spanish means “description of illnesses.” 
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and prevailing discourses on the island of Puerto Rico and in the urban culture of New York 
City. One of the main functions of parody is, after all, effective criticism. Says Simon Dentith:  
One of the typical ways in which parody works is to seize on particular aspects of 
a manner or a style and exaggerate it to ludicrous effect. There is an evident 
critical function in this, as the act of parody must first involving a characteristic 
stylistic habit or mannerism and then making it comically visible. (32) 
 
Lozada replicates messages in discourses like Christianity, patriarchy, homophobia, 
Espiritismo, capitalism, and the media, among others, placing in those replications “incongruous 
elements” (Karrer 110) which give way to the parodying effect, always a “relatively polemical 
allusive imitation of another cultural production or practice” (Dentith 37). In his first novel, La 
Patografía, Lozada parodies several prevailing discourses in Puerto Rico. The story of coming of 
age of a young gay man who lives under the constant shame and fear of being signaled as “pato” 
(faggot) shows Tato, the protagonist, learning very quickly to quench his homosexual desires and 
to manipulate different discourses in order to try and carve a safe(r) identity in one of those. The 
novel parodies the narrative of the Gospels by copying the structure of the Bible. It starts with 
the Genesis: 
1. En el principio creó Dios los cielos y la tierra. Y la tierra estaba desordenada y 
vacía, y las tinieblas estaban sobre la faz del abismo, y el espíritu de Dios se 
movía sobre la faz de las aguas… Y a mí me crió mamá, que no es mi madre 
sino mi abuela. Mi madre es mami y a mamá no le gusta que la llamen abuela 
porque dice que todavía está muy joven pa’ eso. (17) 
 
1. In the beginning God created heaven and earth. And the earth was chaotic and 
empty, and darkness reigned over the face of the abyss, and the spirit of God 
moved over the waters… And I was raised by “mamá,” who is not my mother 
but my grandmother. My mother is “mami” and “mamá” does not like to be 
called grandma because she says she is too young for that.  
The solemn discourse of Creation in the Scriptures is replaced by Lozada for the childish account 
of everyday life by a young Puerto Rican boy. Different members of Tato’s family have their 
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versions of different events, and these are called “Evangelios.” The “Evangelio según mamá” 
begins thus: 
1. …ti-ti-ti-ti-ti-ti-ti… se detiene la máquina de coser y del cuarto de costura sale 
mamá, corriendo, en pantalones color vino de poliéster y una blusa azul claro de 
flores, arrastrando unas chancletas plásticas verdes con una flor amarilla en las 
puntas, y me grita bajito: 
- Avanza, Tato, ayúdame a cerrar las ventanas porque va’ caer tremendo 
chubasco. (36) 
 
1. ….ti-ti-ti-ti-ti-ti-ti… the sewing machine stops and from the sewing room 
appears mum, running, in wine red polyester pants and a light blue blouse with 
flowers, shuffling plastic green flip-flops with a yellow flower on top, and she 
yells whispering: 
- Hurry up, Tato, help me close the widows ‘cause a big storm is coming.  
 
Lozada copies the structure of the Gospel books, signaling each new verse with a small number. 
The parodying effect is given by the mundane content of the verses, the story of a humble family 
in rural Puerto Rico, punctuated by the narrator’s rather superficial details regarding clothes and 
accessories which act as evidence of his developing “campy” eye.   
 Tato is described as a smart boy who loves TV and radio. As any boy his age, he can 
offer a detailed list of his favorite TV programs:  
Perdidos en el espacio, el Chapulín Colorado y El Chavo del Ocho…, Los 
Picapiedras y, por supuesto, el Show de Charitín. También veía con mamá las 
novelas de televisión, y las que más me gustaban eran Sombras tenebrosas, Los 
ricos también lloran, Mundo de juguete, […], Los Donatti y, por supuesto, la 
famosísima Cuna de Lobos. (21) 
 
Lost in Space, Chapulín Colorado, and El Chavo del Ocho…, The Flinstones and, 
of course, The Show of Charitín. I also watched soap operas with “mamá,” and 
the ones that I loved most were Dark Shadows, The Rich Also Cry, Toy World,…, 
The Donattis, and, of course, the very famous Wolves Cradle. 
 
The parody of this list, as well as its campy effect, becomes evident when Tato explains where 
his identifications are placed with regards to heroes and heroines of those TV fantasies:  “(yo era 
la Chilindrina),” “donde yo era Cristina” (21; I was the Chilindrina, I was Cristina). Immersed in 
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the patriarchal culture of Puerto Rico, Tato is expected to identify with the male hero of TV 
shows. He, however, constantly identifies with the female heroine, and his favorite artists are 
always women:  “Ángela Meyer (porque siempre actuaba de mala), Angélica María, Jacqueline 
Andere y la preciosísima y divina Verónica Castro” (22; Ángela Meyer [because she was always 
the mean one], Angélica María, Jacqueline Andere, and the beautiful and divine Verónica 
Castro).  
Soon enough, though, Tato learns through the force of humiliation and violence at his 
mum’s hands that those identifications are dangerous and shameful: “… pero tú te me tiras 
encima, me das un puño por la espalda que me deja sin respiración, y empiezas a gritarme que 
estás criando un PATO, un hijo que te va a salir PATO…” (183; but you jump over me, hit me 
on my back so hard that I cannot breathe, and start shouting that you are raising a FAGGOT, a 
son who will turn into a FAGGOT). He starts then an active search for salvation through 
religious fervor. After joining the Pentecostal Church, a teenage Tato affirms with passion that: 
“al entregarme, Cristo me limpiará con su sangre de todo pecado y me liberará de todos los 
demonios que me tienen encadenado. Y aunque me gustan los nenes y soy afeminado, no se lo 
he dicho a nadie. Sé que esto es un demonio, una malicia que me tiene atado” (264; once I give 
myself, Christ will clean me with his blood of all sin, and he will free me of all the evil spirits 
that chain me.  And although I like boys and I am effeminate, I have not told anybody. I know 
this is evil, something dark that has me bond). Lozada parodies fanatical religious discourses in 
the voice of a (sort of) repentant Tato, who in spite of the narrative of salvation for everybody 
and tolerance that Christianity preaches, finds himself having to proclaim loudly: “¡Yo no soy 
Pato! ¡Soy un siervo de Dios!” (285; I am not a Faggot! I am God’s servant!). Tato is afraid of 
Apocalypse, because he fears that he will not be saved, after all. Even so, he tries hard: “estoy 
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orando dos horas diarias como mínimo” (283; I am praying two hours a day at least). He has 
faith that his homosexuality is “una etapa pasajera y cuando me case con Damaris se me quitará 
todo esto” (283; just a passing stage and when I get married with Damaris, all this will 
disappear).  
In this novel, Lozada parodies the discourse of Christian generosity and inclusiveness by 
showing its contradictory effects on a young homosexual boy who, in the end, finds more 
tolerance in the marginal practices of Espiritismo,78 a cult of contact with the dead that his aunt 
Alicia practices and which –in its marginality and tolerance of alternative subjectivities- Tato 
equates with homosexuality:  “-¿Eres espiritista?- me preguntó un día mi único y mejor amigo 
José. También me preguntó, cuando cumplí los dieciséis años: -¿Eres pato?” (80; Are you 
“espiritista”? my best and only friend José asked me one day. He also asked me, when I turned 
sixteen: Are you a faggot?). Titi Alicia explains to Tato that “yo no le cierro las puertas a nadie. 
Y menos a los patos. A los afeminados les fascina el espiritismo. En él encuentran ayuda y 
solución a sus problemas, que usualmente son bien complejos… El centro para los patos es un 
osasis, un lago, un pozo, un manantial de agua fresca, en medio del desierto de vicisitudes que 
los sofoca” (87; I don’t shut my door on anybody. Least of all on faggots. Effeminates are 
fascinated by Espiritismo. Here they find help and solution to their problems, which are usually 
very complex… For faggots this center is an oasis, a lake, a water well, a spring of fresh water 
amidst the desert of issues that suffocate them). Lozada parodies the preaching tone of Titi Alicia 
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who, in spite of Espiritista practices that transpire acceptance and affection towards 
homosexuals, still uses derogatory terms to name them, and considers them to suffer from a 
congenital disorder that condemns them to complications and spiritual crises (87).   
Titi Alicia’s homophobic labels aside, Lozada does suggest a more tolerant environment 
in Espiritismo for the spiritual exploration of alternative subjectivities. This presents parallels 
with Roberto Strongman’s article on syncretism religions and alternative sexualities. Strongman 
makes his case by exposing how the syncretism religious and spiritual practices of Cuban 
Santería offer a safe space for the construction and expression of alternative sexualities and 
genders outside of, or in dialogue with, US gay and lesbian identity constructions. He explains 
how the multiply-sexed and gendered gods and goddesses of Santería allow for alternative 
identifications and practices in the Cuban context of these practices (185).  He renders Santería 
groups as spaces where these identifications are not condemned or sanctioned, but considered 
acceptable and, in some cases, even revered (186).  
It is interesting to see that Lozada shows deep knowledge of both, Christian79 as well as 
Espiritista texts and discourses in La Patografía. His apt recreation of these points to the 
definition of parody outlined by authors like Margaret Rose and Simon Dentith, when they state 
that parody is not merely a mocking or derogatory copy of a text, but rather “the creative 
expansion of it into something new” (Rose 51). In his first novel Lozada appears to be using 
parody to exhibit contradictions in the messages of both spiritual practices, proposing in his 
parodying act more acceptance and tolerance of differences, which in the novel are incarnated in 
the vulnerable character of a young homosexual man in rural Puerto Rico.  
Lozada’s second novel, No quiero quedarme sola y vacía (2006), shows the author’s first-
hand knowledge of the prevailing discourses of urban consumerist culture in the U.S. The 
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protagonist, a young Puerto Rican homosexual man, “La Loca,” has appropriated the media 
discourse of capitalist intense consumption and uses phrases like “[t]o stay ahead of the times, 
not to fall behind…” (17); “If you have trouble sleeping, don’t put off talking to your doctor 
about the benefits of AMBIEN” (18); “…she was happy at Anderson Consulting: she had a 
future. The corporate pyramid was neatly designed: she would spend three years as a consultant, 
four years as a manager…” (28). His compulsive shopping escapades leave him bankrupt and 
totally frustrated because he cannot keep with the demands of his urban “lifestyle.” However, La 
Loca keeps plunging in debt because there is always a new credit card that offers “[e]ven if you 
have declared bankruptcy you can still qualify for up to a thousand dollars of unsecured credit” 
(113). Lozada parodies the messages of well-being, success and happiness offered by compulsive 
spending by making La Loca internalize them and live –disastrously for him- under their rule. 
Affective relationships do not help La Loca either, since when he finds himself “solo en 
New York” (106), he decides to enter the on-line dating scene with passion. Electronic romance 
is defined in complicated cybernetic language that aims at offering a picture of desirability while 
at the same time granting some kind of secrecy. Available candidates identify themselves thus: 
“ThE sCoRpIoN king…27/170lBs/5’9/LiTe Br. EyEs/$hOrT bLaCk HaIr 7c” (135). Lozada 
parodies the coded semi-cryptic erotic messages sent via the Internet, offering whole paragraphs 
that read: 
 WhAt I nEeD 
OnLy ReAl MeN nEeD 2 ApPlY…Ha Ve A jOb AnD hOID Ur GrOuNdS LiKe 
A rEaL mAn…I dOn’T NeEd AnY pU$$ie$...Im GaY aNd Im EnOuGh 2 BrEaK 
aNy1 In HaLf…LoL…I aCt LiKe I aCt aNd If U cAnT hAnDlE tHis ThEn MoVe 
On AnD LeT tHe NeXt MaN In 2 TrY 2 WiN mY hEaRt…PlEase Be BtWeEn 
ThE mAtUrE aGeS oF 17-25… (136) 
 
The coded ads only provide La Loca with some fleeting sexual encounters that do not always go 
well. Lozada’s parody of the electronic sex dating scene may be seen as a comic reading of how 
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alienated from each other contemporary bodies are, and how increasingly difficult it is to 
establish contact with people on a personal basis in big metropolises. 
 In his parodies of Christian texts, Espiritismo’s discourse, patriarchal expectations, 
capitalist consumerism, and cybernetic liaisons, Lozada shows that he is very familiar with the 
mechanics and the content of the narratives and discourses he parodies, proving that a good 
parodist is able to admire and know a text very well, while at the same time (s)he can mock and 
criticize it. As critic Margaret Rose explains: “…parodies may be both critical of and 
sympathetic to their ‘targets’…” (47).  
 Another clear example of the combination of admiration and criticism in parody is the 
“camp sensibility” present in Lozada’s La Patografía, Santos-Febres’ Sirena Selena, and 
Xavier’s Christ-Like. Some of the characters and situations in these fictions show a characteristic 
of camp defined by theorist Susan Sontag as its “theatricalization of experience” (479). In La 
Patografía, Tato reads his existence through the dramatic text of soap-operas: “¿Quedará mami 
paralítica? ¿Quedará inválida, como la muchacha de la telenovela?” (166; Will my mum be 
paralized? Will she become handicapped, like the girl in the soap-opera?). Enchanted by the 
intricate dramas exposed in TV soap-operas, Tato reads his quotidian reality of shame and 
violence against the blueprint provided by the lives of the characters on the media. When he 
accidentally hits his brother Edel while playing with him, Tato fears a destiny similar to those of 
his TV heroines: “¿Me pasará como al papá de Verónica Castro, en Los ricos también lloran, que 
murió de un infarto cardiaco? Y si a Edel se le rompió un ojo, ¿me sacará mami un ojo a mí 
también para yo quede como Catalina Creel, la de Cuna de Lobos?” (Will it happen to me the 
same as Verónica Castro’s dad, in The Rich Also Cry, that died of a heart attack? And if Edel 
loses his eye, will mum rip one of mine off, so that I look like Catalina Creel, in Wolves 
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Cradle?). Tato’s internalization of the discourse of “telenovelas” also means that he identifies 
with women in the show-biz and wants to perform like them:  
Después de tomar una siesta, yo me ponía una de sus batas de seda, me la 
enrollaba en la cintura con un cordón violeta de amarrar las cortinas para que no 
me quedara larga, me ponía una de sus pelucas rubias, a veces me maquillaba, 
agarraba el cepillo que usaba como micrófono, me trepaba a la cama, ponía los 
discos de Chari80 y empezaba a doblarlos. Siempre frente al espejo, que era mi 
público. (25-26) 
 
After my nap, I would put on one of her silk robes, and then tug it around my 
waist with a purple curtain cord, I would put on one of her blonde wigs, and 
sometimes some make-up, I would grab the hair brush that was my microphone, 
get on the bed, and start playing Chari’s records, while doing my lip-synch. 
Always in front of the mirror, that was my audience.  
 
Lozada describes in detail the drag parties Tato holds for himself in which he expresses his secret 
(socially deemed shameful) desires for feminine stardom. His “drag act” can be considered as a 
“campy masquerade” in which Toto “impersonates a famous person or popular type of the 
opposite gender, a person or type defined in large part by her/his gender and sexuality…” (Feil 
480). The contrast between the rather short and chubby young boy and the tall and voluptuous 
Marilyn-like Charityn provides a humorous effect not devoid of tenderness towards Tato and his 
young cross-gender infatuation/identification.81 Even if not intentionally so, Tato’s drag shows –
in his genuine self-absorption and identification with the female star- do effectively “call 
attention to the very performance of gender itself” (Feil 480). 
 Another novel in which drag performances show camp sensibility and exhibit “camp 
flamboyance” and humor (Feil 478)  is Santos-Febres’ Sirena Selena. In it, Martha Divine relates 
to Sirenito the different campy talents she encountered in San Juan’s alternative nightlife. About 
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 Several shame authors discuss the elusive frontier between love and identification, which renders very 
problematic the assumptions in Freud’s Oedipal triangle and its (gender) rigid attachment configurations with 
respect to parents/caretakers.  
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one of them, she recalls: “…Luisito wasn’t what you would call a performer. She was more like 
a nocturnal diva. Her thing was to dress up like those jet-set models, Bianca Jagger, Margaux 
Hemingway. They were her idols… a Caribbean loca trying to be something else” (20). 
“Renny,” another of Martha’s friends, “was a transformista. He did a Diana Ross to die for” (21). 
The appropriation of famous personalities by these performers appears to be an example of 
“pastiche,” “camp’s primary activity” (Feil 478). This convention of camp irony involves “the 
use of objects, personalities, and references that bear cultural significance outside the work at 
hand” (Feil 478).  
Martha recalls another famous performer from Cuba who vividly exemplified the spirit of 
camp humor in that it “rejects the finality of content and makes the text signify ‘queerness’ 
through an ironic interpretation of mainstream conventions” (Feil 477). This Cuban artist, 
according to Martha, “always dressed like a little girl and wore a wig with two braids when she 
went onstage. A blonde wig, with long braids like a Dutch milkmaid” (22). As soon as this 
Cuban performer appeared, according to Martha, “…the audience would die laughing” (22). The 
comic effect derived not only from the fact that a grown man played the role of an innocent 
young girl, but also from the fact that, although impersonating the image of European (“white”) 
feminine health and beauty, “…her skin was the dark color of mahogany, with a pair of bembas82 
that trembled every time she lip-synched Carmen Delia Dipiní” (22).83 As with Tato in La 
Patografía, this Cuban friend of Martha’s learned to react with humor to family shame, and 
rejection:  
One day when she was about nine or ten, she found a wig in an old trunk 
belonging to one of her aunts…the cubana brushed out the wig as well as she 
could and put it on. Then she marched right into the living room and did a little 
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routine…her father was angry as the devil… The father kept grumbling from the 
balcony. “You keep on laughing at how cute the boy is, but don’t come crying to 
me when you have to face the consequences.” (23) 
 
 Yet another character in these novels who learns to recycle shame and rejection into a 
performance of campy humor is Sirena Selena’s transvestite Martha Divine. As a young teenage 
boy, “he left home at sixteen, never to return, after his father broke two of his ribs with a bat and 
burned some dresses that he had made with great sacrifice…” (91). Martha never questioned his 
need to leave his family behind, because “How could he veer from the destiny that was so 
naturally unfurling between his fingers, and his toes, driving him toward daring polishes for 
fingernails, high heels with straps, diamond rings, and fine gold watches?” (91). And so he 
transforms himself into the immaculate and funny Martha Divine, joining in his persona the 
stereotypical qualities of feminine desirability, the astuteness of a businesswoman, and the 
appeal of self-deprecating humor. On stage Martha plays with a “rebellious type of pleasure 
because it stresses the triumph of queerness against the limitations of the social world” (Feil 
484). Her monologue parodies established silences and oppressive categories, prompting 
laughter but also questioning the effectiveness of those: 
I want to welcome you to the Martha Divine Show… this den of iniquity for 
locas, local and international, tourist and native, and for the undecided and 
openminded boys, buchas, and biological women who like to sit and watch men 
cackling –the poor things. I want to dedicate the show tonight to los indecisos, the 
undecided…Who here is still in the closet? Let’s see, girls, risk it a little…. (86) 
 
Even though in everyday life Martha fears cracks in her performance of femininity, on stage she 
allows herself to exploit the parody in her travesty act by exposing some of the “incongruous 
elements into the imitation.” Her monologue explores how, for humorous effect, “[g]ender 
parody will show the occasional hairy leg or slipped breast” (Karrer 110): 
Papito, and those shaved pectorals? Ay que rico! Ay mira, the hair is already 
starting to grow out. Doesn’t it itch? The same thing happens to me when I shave 
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here by las verijas,84 you know, so the hair doesn’t show when I put on my bikini 
and do splits in my routine. (87) 
 
She further plays with camp humor with a performance of pain from romantic disillusionment 
slightly different from the patriarchal image of the abandoned woman. She borrows the feminine 
discourse of oppression, but complicates it thus: 
Even though you can’t see the ravages on this taut, virginal face, I am what you’d 
call a mess. Last night I went wild. I sniffed, smoked, swallowed, sucked…My 
husband left me. Again! And you are all to blame. I was killing myself rehearsing 
a new routine to entertain you tonight. So because I was rehearsing, I got home 
late. I didn’t have dinner ready, and he used that as an excuse. (213) 
 
Following the machista stereotype of the wife who is left for a younger, more appealing woman, 
Martha parodies this narrative when she admits that: 
What he doesn’t know if that I am fully aware that he has a new lover, one of 
those young girls who still don’t know how to wrap themselves so the binding 
doesn’t pinch their pecker. Yes, because they have little peckers. It still doesn’t 
work very well for them and they clump around in their mother’s high heels… 
(213). 
 
Martha parodies the patriarchal discourse of romantic treason by giving it several twists. She 
speaks of a “husband” as if she were a “lady,” and feels disgust and rage at his betrayal with a 
younger lover who, according to Martha, is a “girl” and therefore still has a “little pecker.” In 
this campy performance, Martha parodies not only the stereotype of the hurt “señora,” but also 
that of the patriarchal “marido,” since not only is he “married” to a transvestite, but also lusting 
after younger and –according to Martha- less endowed “girls.”  
 Martha ends her performance by putting the blame on the audience for making her work 
really hard to stay successful, parodying the discourse of the working woman and her 
tribulations: 
It’s all your fault. Yes, yours and this artist’s job which allows me to honorably 
earn the pills which make me thin and the false lashes that make me stunning. I 
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was the preparation, the search for wardrobe, and the rehearsals –they took a lot 
of time that I should have devoted to my husband. Yes, honey, what did you say? 
Why are you laughing? (213) 
 
She concludes by giving pieces of advice on feminine seduction, parodying the rigid discourses 
of femininity to which she –nonetheless- adheres in her performance of a “lady”: 
And to find a husband! Ay, niñas! The weeks of dedication in front of the mirror 
practicing smiles, winks, giggles of admiration in order to conquer some man. 
Then it takes more rehearsing to convince them that they have control over the 
whole thing. (214) 
 
Martha’s camp performance uses humor to show on stage how many of the categories created 
and maintained by prevailing narratives are but “contrived, constructed, theatrical” (Feil 478). As 
a transvestite man, Martha appropriates discourses traditionally considered “feminine” in 
patriarchal cultures, and shows that she, too, can use them, suffer them and, of course, make fun 
of them too.  
A similar dynamic of familiarity and parodying distance colors Xavier’s rendition of the 
dramatic dialogues full of violent narcissism and flamboyant camp attitude between the different 
characters in Christ- Like. The ball circuit where the protagonist, Mikey, immerses himself and 
crafts an identity as an irresistible “voguing diva” proves to be a fertile ground where to explore 
camp strategies, and in fact it seems to be the environment where many of them originated in the 
early 1900s (Chauncey 291-299). The characters in Xavier’s novel perform their House personas 
with cinematic glamour and engage in campy dialogues where “the line separating being and 
role-playing becomes blurred” (Babuscio 43): 
“Excuse me, Miss Thing, but you’re blocking my spot!” Mikey barked at some 
queeny little Puerto Rican from the House of Revlon standing in front of him. 
“You’re gonna have to move!” 
“Eh-q me? he asked, no, demanded, turning to raise a perfectly plucked eyebrow 
to enhance what was meant to be a threatening stare. 
“No, there is no excuse for you!” Mikey said unimpressed. The Revlon’s eyes 
widened with disbelief. 
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 “WHY can’t I stand here?” 
 “Because I said so!” 
 “And WHO are you?” 
“SOMEONE YOU’RE NOT!” Mikey tucked it quickly into his sentence, “Now, 
would you PUHLEASE move!” 
 “Miss Thing, you are too fierce!” 
 “Thanks, I wish I could say the same for you! NOW MOVE!” (12) 
 
With their “Ninja-like wit” (Cruz-Malavé, Queer Latino 180), the characters in this novel enjoy 
keeping a mean attitude, similar in its extremity to the role of the “villain” in popular fictions, 
and humorous in its intensity and dramatic inflections, evil laughter included: “‘You know, I lose 
more customers that way!’ Dominick sneered to Jorge while Mikey laughed sadistically up to 
them from down below. ‘Do you s’pouse that’s why people don’t like us?’ ‘You think?’ 
Laughter once again prevailed in the dee-jay booth” (13).  
The campy attitude of Xavier’s characters, defined in terms of viciousness, shows a shift 
from the camp exhibited in the ballroom culture of previous times, “informed till then by images 
from Hollywood and Broadway and Vegas shows…” (Cruz- Malavé 180). The new generations 
of ball House members, to which Mikey and his “clique” belong, would bring to the circuit their 
own culture and “its popular media referents, its allusions to world of media celebrities, TV stars, 
designers, and supermodels, and its street-inflected arts” (180). Of these “arts of survival” (181) 
as Cruz-Malavé calls the new skills required in the ball circuit, outstanding dancing and acid wit 
seem to be the key to success for Mikey and his friends. Xavier recreates –in what reads as a 
parodying tone- the dramatic tension of the clash between two House divas: 
“WHO THE FUCK IS THAT QUEEN?” Damian demanded as his friend Jorge 
watched Mikey in awe.  
“I don’t know! But he better work!” Jorge drooled. 
Noticing the glimmer of lust in Jorge’s eyes, Damian decided it was battling time. 
Parting the crowd surrounding Mikey, Damian walked right up to where he was 
standing…The lights went out dramatically and then a spotlight featured Damian, 
thrusting each arm to exact precision with every beat…Damian flung his legs to 
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kick Mikey, trying to knock him to the ground as a siren blasted from the deejay 
booth.  (115) 
 
The battle for stardom is fought on the dancing floor as on a stage, and if that is not enough, it 
continues afterwards with theatrical dialogues: 
“So, I heard you used to be a hustler at the piers,” Damian said to Mikey one day 
outside a bodega. Jorge had gone inside to buy a pack of cigarettes. 
  “You should know a thing or two about hustling,” Mikey replied. 
  “Excuse me? Are you trying to call me a slut?” 
  “Well, you’re not exactly Christ-like, Ms. Thing!” 
  “Ugh! You’ve got a lot of nerve, you filthy bitch!” 
  “I’ve got a lot of everything!” 
“You think you’re fierce now, don’t you? Just because you slept your way into 
the House of X!” (121) 
 
Many of the dialogues in this novel appear to resemble the script of TV soap-operas, where 
characters frequently respond to well-established Manichean stereotypes. In their artificiality and 
their dramatic quality, the verbal duels in which Mikey and his friends engage pay a parodying 
tribute to all those TV fictions where the good characters are always too good and boring, while 
the bad ones are really bad and usually have a lot more fun.    
 Having in mind that Christ-Like is a semi-autobiographical novel, in which Xavier 
indirectly alludes to many of the experiences he went though in his life, it is interesting to note 
that even though he may parody the camp discourse of the ball circuit, he also knows it first-hand 
and used it himself as a tool to stay alive and to find a community where he could survive. 
Xavier actually founded The House of Xavier in 1998, which works as a blend between a ball 
House and a slam poetry contest. The author admits that in doing so, “I simply wanted to pay 
tribute to two cultures which influenced me in positive ways. It's not as exciting and intense as 
an actual ball where the categories involve voguing and runway, but if you enjoy spoken word 
poetry, it's a creative twist on slam competitions.”85  
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Author Mark Booth defines to be “camp” as “to present oneself as being committed to the 
marginal with a commitment greater than the marginal merits” (18; italics in the original). The 
three novels, La Patografía, Sirena Selena, and Christ-Like, show in their pages how camp 
engages with what is frequently considered “low” in mainstream culture (popular icons, 
flamboyancy, soap-operas) in a strategy to expose the artificiality of hierarchies that pretend to 
clearly establish categories and assign them a fixed cultural value. The three novels exhibit some 
of “the fundamental issues of camp: the identification with the cultural and social margins, the 
emphasis on androgyny, the parodic attack on sexist stereotypes, and the self-parodic playfulness 
that underpins the camper’s whole attitude” (Feil 482). The characters and authors of these 
novels appropriate discourses from popular –“low”- culture and with campy humor, use them to 
react with parody against the rigidity of social categories where they, themselves, are situated 
“low” or “outside.”  
 Some of the works studied use satirical irony as another tool –apart from parody- to offer 
a questioning and reflection on dominant narratives and their rigid categories. The authors 
employ satirical irony in order to point to inconsistencies, hypocrisy, contradictions, and 
injustices in prevailing discourses. Attention can be paid here to the correspondences between 
the experience of shame and its “heightened attentiveness” (Connor 228), and the definition of a 
satirist offered by critic Arthur Pollard more than thirty years ago:  “The satirist is … more than 
usually conscious of the follies and vices of his fellows and he cannot stop himself from showing 
that he is” (1). It could be speculated, then, that the experience of shame and its reflexive motion 
towards self-awareness, also provides the shamed subjects with a “kind of inviolability through 
being made to be identical with their wound, or their mark” (Connor 226) which, in turn, awards 
them a different –momentarily distanced, perhaps more acute- perception.  
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If some of the authors analyzed are to be considered satirists, that is, queenly aware, it 
remains to explore which contradictions or “follies” they attack with their writings. Bergson’s 
definition of the comic is helpful to find an answer to this. Bergson suggests that (corrective) 
laughter is to be directed to “something mechanical encrusted on something living” (57). The 
French author considers that the comic resides in anything that “contrasts with the changing 
stream of life” (90). For him, laughter “indicates a slight revolt on the surface of the social life. It 
instantly adopts the changing forms of the disturbance” (200). Bergson offers a concept of the 
comic intimately related to representations of life, in that when these refuse to comply with 
differences, fluidity, complexities, they become laughable in their artificiality. The study will 
show that it is precisely against the rigidity and constriction of prevailing definitions of 
“normalcy” in dominant narratives where these authors aim their satirical force, particularly 
when these rigid definitions subject alternative selves to shame.  
Andrew Morrison calls attention to the relationship between constrictive or rigid ideals 
and shame when he states that “shame results when the inflexible aspirations of our ideals cannot 
be met; creativity results when flexible ideals are given unfettered expression” (The Culture 79). 
Against inflexible ideals or norms, these fictions can be seen as creative efforts to show 
alternative possibilities for subjectivities which refuse to conform and stay defined in shame. In 
some of these creative works, the response to shame comes through the stance of a satirist. When 
this happens, the authors “write nor merely out of personal indignation, but with a sense of moral 
vocation and with a concern for the public interest,” since, after all, a satirist is always “a true 
believer, a practicing humanitarian…” (Quintero 1,3). As the analysis that follows shows, the 
authors who take the stance of satirists provoke with the realities they present, because they are 
demanding attention. They “either explicitly or implicitly, [try] to sway us toward an ideal 
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alternative, toward a condition of what the satirist believes should be” (3). In all the instances 
where satire is read in these fictions, the condition which the authors seem to be presenting, 
offering, and showing as viable, is one where categories defined in contemporary dominant 
discourses are less rigid, more fluid, inclusive, and a lot more dynamically related to actual 
bodies.  
According to Leonard Feinberg, “[d]issimulation is the richest source of satire.” He 
defines dissimulation as coming from “man’s pretence that he is always motivated by the ideal, 
the moral, the good, never the actual, the immoral, the evil” (23). For the denunciation of what 
Feinberg calls “dissimulation” and can be interpreted as “hypocrisy,” there are very few better 
tools than irony, since this mode of discourse plays exactly with the contradiction inherent to 
paradoxes. The dictionary definition of “irony” proves this: “the use of words to express 
something other than and especially the opposite of the literal meaning.”86 And although it may 
seem that satire and irony “exclude each other,” because the first is supposed to be linear and 
dogmatic while the second appears ambiguous and playful, in fact “satire often makes irony its 
instrument or even its substance” (Pavlovskis-Petit 510). As the study makes a reading of some 
of the fictions as including satirical attacks and resistances, it becomes evident that the most 
effective tool the authors deploy to do so is satirical irony.  
Some of the works studied make use of “the working of fate” or “irony of events” (Booth 
236) to exemplify in particular cases how contemporary stereotypes fall apart when made to 
prove their validity on live bodies. Other satirical comments are “spoken to us by a dramatized 
character who speaks for the implied author on certain subjects but not others” (238). In the 
detection of a satirical tone and its message, there appears always at play the tension between the 
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more “generic” scope of satire and the characteristic of irony as belonging to “the individual” 
(511). It becomes essential to share with the fiction a certain complicity in order to read specific 
occurrences or characters as ironic, since as critic Pavlovksis points out, “What strikes you as 
ironic may not seem so to me…” (511). The next section engages in an ironic reading of satirical 
intentions in Lozada’s La Patografía and No quiero quedarme sola y vacía, Rivera-Valdéz’s The 
Forbidden Stories of Marta Veneranda, and in Obejas’ Memory Mambo. 
In his first novel, Lozada introduces several instances of satirical ironies to expose the 
duplicity of fanatical religious discourses in their fervor to recruit new members. Tato 
remembers when hurricane “Elena pasó por Puerto Rico. Suspendieron las clases durante toda la 
semana, comenzaron los aguaceros y los vientos huracanados” (30; Elena came to Puerto Rico. 
Classes were cancelled all week, and downpours and hurricane winds started). With deliberate 
opportunism, “llegaron los pentecostales” (32; the Pentecostals arrived) right in the aftermath of 
the storm. Instead of busying themselves with helping victims of the strong winds and flooding, 
this group came to announce a public screening of “Infierno ardiente” (32; Burning Inferno), an 
apocalyptic movie that “mostraba vívidamente y con lujo de detalles todos los castigos y torturas 
que íbamos a sufrir si no nos convertíamos a Cristo: el gusano que nunca muere, el lago de fuego 
y azufre, los azotes y el crujir de dientes, y las caras podridas de los pecadores” (33; vividly and 
with great detail showed all kinds of punishments and tortures we would suffer if we did not 
convert to Christ: the worm that never dies, the fire and sulfur lake, the whippings and teeth-
grinding, and the rotten faces of sinners). Right after the screening, and taking advantage of the 
intimidating atmosphere of impending disaster, “el pastor Carlos Ávila hizo un llamado, 
preguntando que quién quería darle su vida a Cristo y escapar de las garras del diablo y de las 
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profundidades del infierno” (33; pastor Carlos Ávila made a calling, asking who would like to 
offer their lives to Christ and thus escape the devil’s paws and hell’s depths).  
 Lozada presents here a satirical irony in the purposefully scheduled timing of the film, 
followed by a passionate message on the part of the Pentecostal pastor, of looming danger in 
contemporary “Sodoma y Gomorra” (33) times, where “la ira de Dios venía para Puerto Rico en 
forma de terremotos, plagas, huracanes y maremotos” (33; God’s wrath was coming to Puerto 
Rico in the shape of earthquakes, plagues, hurricanes, and tsunamis). The powerful spiritual 
message of conversion vs. imminent death is ironically presented by Lozada vis-a-vis the 
existence of fanatical groups as commercial corporations which are always actively searching for 
more contributors. Even Tato, already a member of “Santidad a Jehová, Inc.,” ponders: “me 
dedicaré a trabajar en la viña y me iré a estudiar al Instituto Bíblico Verdad y Salvación, Inc.” 
(285; I will devote myself to work in the vineyard and will go to study at the Bible Institute 
Truth and Salvation, Inc.). Exposing Pastor Ávila’s rather commercial motivation when 
preaching to the highly vulnerable masses is not the only irony Lozada uses to satirize fanatical 
religious groups and their restless proselytizing efforts. 
 He also uncovers some duplicity in their feverish discourse against other spiritual 
practices when Titi Alicia tells her friend that “¿a que tú no sabes quién se vino a consultar 
conmigo el otro día? Pues nada más y nada menos que la esposa del pastor Carlos Ávila” (95; 
you will not believe who came for a consultation with me the other day! None other than pastor 
Carlos Ávila’s wife). The pastor’s wife asks for Titi Alicia’s help because “está teniendo 
problemas con el marido, que se la está pegando con una de las feligresas de la iglesia” (95; she 
is having problems with her husband, who is having sex with one of the church members). 
Lozada’s satirical irony is directed not only at the double moral standards of some church 
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leaders, but also at the claims for redeeming exclusivity some of these groups make, by which 
they reject and despise other spiritual practices or affective configurations. The pastor’s wife 
using Titi Alicia’s services to help save her marriage is deeply ironical in light of the fact that the 
“iglesia pentecostal persigue a los Patos y a los espiritistas, nos mortifica y nos acosa. Ellos dicen 
que el espiritismo y el patismo son ataduras, son demonios que se posesionan de nuestras almas, 
son malicias, abominación a Dios, cadenas” (95; Pentecostal church persecutes Faggots and 
Espiritistas, aggravates and harasses us. They say that Espiritismo and ‘faggotism’ are bonds, 
demons that take hold of our souls, are curses, abominations to God, chains). By placing the 
pastor’s wife in need to trust her marriage to a practice that her husband and his group condemn 
to shame and rejection, Lozada’s satire exposes the conflicting message of religious fanaticism 
and exclusivity of certain churches, which condemn some people to shame while not keeping 
their discourse consistent with their practices.  
Other discourses and their stereotypical images are also made victims of Lozada’s 
satirical eye through ironies in La Patografía. The supposedly solid academic and scientific 
credentials of “la maestra de Química,” who is a “graduada magna cum laude de la Católica, la 
científica, la cacumen…,” are of no avail when trying to find a job (85; magna cum laude 
graduate from the Catholic, Scientific, and Cacumen Universities). She tells Tato that “[t]u tía sí 
que trabaja bien la obra. Mi trabajo se lo debo a ella. Yo me gradué con cuatro puntos de la 
Católica y no conseguía empleo. Ya estaba desesperada. Pero Alicita me hizo un trabajito en una 
calabaza ofrecida a la luna y al mes ya estaba trabajando” (85; your aunt really knows her stuff. I 
owe my job to her. I graduated with 4.0 from the Catholic University and could not find a job. I 
was desperate. But Alicita did some little work for me in a pumpkin offered to the moon, and a 
month later I was already employed). Lozada provides the ironical situation of somebody who 
 153 
 
has been academically trained by the Puerto Rican elite schools, forming her with Western 
values of knowledge and accomplishments, while she decisively resorts to Espiritismo to assist 
her in finding a job when all the knowledge and credentials obtained fail her. The stereotypical 
image of the Western person of science –frequently skeptical with regards to alternative spiritual 
practices- is thus questioned by this young woman’s pragmatic approach to unemployment. 
 Another ironic take on established stereotypes is Tato’s internal monologue where he 
debates his conflicts about the future: 
¿Cómo podré serme fiel y verdadero a mí mismo, si tengo que mantener una vida 
ficticia, llena de mentiras, falsedades y ocultamientos? … Voy a estudiar 
ingeniería eléctrica en el Colegio de Agricultura. Rotundamente no me dedicaré ni 
a la peluquería, ni al estilismo, ni a la cosmetología, y mucho menos a las 
artes…Trataré también de meterme al ejército para que todos piensen que soy un 
macho completo. (122) 
 
How will I be able to be true to myself if I am supposed to live a fake life, full of 
lies, falsities and secrets?... I am going to study electric engineering at the College 
of Agriculture. I will definitely not go into hair-dressing, styling, cosmetology, 
and least of all, arts… I will also try to enroll in the army, so that everybody 
thinks I am a complete macho.  
 
In the tormented thoughts of this young homosexual man, Lozada satirizes established 
stereotypes in Puerto Rican patriarchal culture, where certain occupations and professions –
usually related to the aesthetic- are deemed “feminine,” that is,  appropriate for women or for 
(male) homosexuals; while others –usually scientific or physically demanding- are reserved for 
“real” macho men. The fact that Tato, who has at last accepted his homosexuality, plays with the 
possibilities in his mind, shows how relative and arbitrary these stereotypes are, and how easily 
manipulated they can be.  
 In his second novel, No quiero quedarme sola y vacía, Lozada once again directs his 
satirical criticism against rigid stereotypes in the urban consumerist culture of the U.S. and the 
oppressive patriarchal culture of Puerto Rican academia. The misadventures of La Loca show a 
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Puerto Rican homosexual man who cannot fit comfortably in any of the categories that 
prevailing discourses assign him. As shown above, Lozada effectively uses parody to question 
the discourses of consumerism, identity politics and cyber-love, and to expose the contradictions 
and discrepancies in these. Also, by turning his protagonist into the victim of crude satire 
through “ironies of fate,” and by using him as the character who speaks the thoughts of the 
satirist (Booth 238), Lozada exposes some of the traps embedded in narratives that appear to 
offer agency and validation in the U.S. like compulsive consumerism and multiculturalism, and 
in Puerto Rico, like nationalism and academia.  
As shown before, La Loca has internalized the triumphant discourse of success and 
happiness promoted by capitalism, but the truth of his routine is very different: “Cansada, con los 
ojos rojos y ásperos, después de trabajar casi catorce horas en unas oficinas preciosas, lujosas, a 
todo dar, de Andersen Consulting en Wall Street, la Loca, engabanada en un traje de Hugo 
Boss…tenía que ensangüicharse en el subway…” (27; tired, with red tired eyes, after working 
almost fourteen hours in beautiful, luxurious offices at Andersen Consulting on Wall Street, la 
Loca, dressed in a Hugo Boss suit… had to sandwich himself into the subway). La Loca submits 
patiently to contemporary slavery, because he has been assured that “she would spend three 
years as a consultant, four years as a manager, four to eight as a VP, and then, at the end, she 
would finally be crowned as Partner, make a million dollars a year, counting, of course, on the 
crucial and indispensable task of building a rolodex with a fat list of clients and contacts” (28). 
The promise of retirement to Florida (29) animates him, but not enough to completely submit to 
the long-term climbing of the corporate “pyramid” (28).  
 La Loca resists repetitive routines because he does not see any way out in the near future 
and therefore, “[d]uraba seis meses en los trabajos, no se aguantaba y se aburría rápidamente. Le 
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fastidiaba la rutina de levantarse todos los días, a las siete de la mañana, a trabajar ocho horas…a 
sabiendas que, con todos los adelantos genéticos de la ciencia, le esperaban mínimo, mínimo, 
cuarenta años de trabajo por delante, sin descanso” (20; he lasted six months in each job, he 
could not stay and got bored easily. He hated the routine of getting up every morning at seven, 
working eight hours… knowing that, despite all new genetic technology, he had at least, at least, 
forty more years of tireless work before him). Suspicious of the real benefits of executive 
serfdom, La Loca nonetheless succumbs to the conviction that his “purchasing power” signals 
his level of accomplishment and success in the urban community of New York City. This 
prompts him to fall prey to the taxing conditions of easy loans, which  at 23% annual interest, 
finally leave him with “casi treinta mil dólares” in debt, and with his “credibilidad destruída” 
(89; almost thirty thousand dollars; destroyed credibility). The fact that he has declared 
bankruptcy does not seem to worry future creditors, who are always avid for more victims of the 
consumerist trap, as one of them tells la Loca, while he leaves court: “I know you have already 
declared bankruptcy, but you are gonna have to restablish your credit. Here is my card. If you are 
interested we can give you an unsecure credit line…” (92). Although Lozada’s satirical victim 
appears to be la Loca, the criticism of his satire seems to be directed to the danger of believing 
the discourse of happiness equated with material possessions so well advertised and promoted by 
capitalist consumerism.  
In other instances, Lozada uses La Loca to be the character who expresses his satirical 
comments, as when la Loca reflects on the supposedly triumphant name change for a street in his 
neighborhood: “…today the city of New York announces the change of name of St. Nicholas 
Avenue, to Pedro Duarte Blvd.” (15). The irony in such apparent cultural achievement is 
explained when la Loca continues describing the “ethnic” neighborhood where this has 
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happened, and where “la ciudad también nos planta un edificio de rehabilitación para presos no 
peligrosos frente a la escuela elemental de mi calle” (16; the city also plants a rehab building for 
non-dangerous inmates across the street from our elementary school). Other direct satirical 
attacks are aimed by La Loca at Puerto Rican nationalists and academia. Although he “en lo más 
profundo de su corazón quiere la independencia para su isla” (23; deep in his heart wants 
independence for his island), La Loca wants to shock all those “homophobic nationalists” and 
dreams of appearing at one of the nationalist meetings “[c]on una camiseta blanca, con letras 
verdes bien grandes que digan PATO PRO VIEQUES…” (23; with a white T-shirt, with big 
green letters that read FAGGOT PRO VIEQUES…).  
La Loca fantasizes with effective reactions against Puerto Rico nationalism and 
academia, both discourses where he finds himself relegated to non-belonging. Mocking Puerto 
Rican rigid academics, La Loca engages in a humorous tirade which protests against intellectual 
stereotypes and discrimination: 
Haven’t you notice, Bitches of the Puerto Rican Academia, what’s going on here? 
Lo que pre/prosigue sólo puede catalogarse como irresponsabilidades descuidos y 
cosas raras, como horrores ortográficos y gramaticales: oh, Bitches with PhDs y 
con el pelo mal pintado con Wella hair products: la novela tiene errores y muchos 
dos puntos, pero les advierto, que le responderé a todas con un “a-mí-plin.” (20) 
 
What pre/procedes can only be considered as negligence, oversights, and weird 
stuff like grammatical and spelling errors: oh, Bitches with PhDs and with badly 
dyed hair with Wella hair products: the novel has mistakes and a lot of colons, but 
I warn you that I will answer all of you with a “so what!” 
 
Lozada uses both satirical irony as tragic turns of events for la Loca, and also his protagonist as 
the voice of the satirist to denounce – frequently in hysterical displays of verbosity- some of the 
lies and hypocrisies beneath and beyond organizing narratives in New York City and Puerto 
Rico.  
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 In chapter I this study explored Sonia Rivera-Valdéz’s Las historias prohibidas de Marta 
Veneranda/The Forbidden Stories of Marta Veneranda in its treatment of shameful secrets and 
their confession or sharing. Many of the secrets the characters share with Marta Veneranda 
expose ironical events where they uncover sides of their selves which they had not previously 
(perhaps out of shame) dared to explore. Some of these ironies are satirical in their power to 
question –with a touch of humor- established stereotypes, particularly with regards to issues of 
gender and sexuality.  
 When the first protagonist of Marta’s stories finishes her confession of the passionate 
homosexual affair with her Cuban cousin Laura, she matter-of-factly states that “I would even go 
so far as to say that I’m happy to have discovered a new angle on my life” (23). Mayté accepts 
this “loose end” with the curiosity that characterizes her being “a good journalist,” and makes no 
mention of shame or rejection with regards to her “problem with Laura” (23). The rather 
humorously puzzled attitude Mayté shows Marta contrasts with the revelation of homo or 
bisexuality as a dirty, shameful, or terrible secret. In a similar vein, sweet Elena, who for years 
was the victim of her husband’s psychological and physical abuse, comes to see Marta and share 
with her a secret for which “I could go to jail” (32). Although Elena is conscious of the danger of 
sharing her secret with Marta, she has to admit that “I’m doing better than ever before. I’ve got a 
good job as an executive secretary, my own little apartment; my son supports himself and has a 
decent job” (33).  
She beings to tell Marta of her life of submission and pain, without being able to “have a 
thing, not even my residency in this country” (41). After confessing to having closed his bed-
ridden husband’s oxygen valve until “it reach[ed] the point where it wouldn’t turn anymore” 
(46), Elena tells Marta that she “ordered macaroni with chicken and a salad, because [she] was 
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hungry and wouldn’t be getting home till late” (46). When she and her friends go back to the 
hospital room after the murder, her friend “Yokasta, with her purse in her hand and ready to 
leave, asked me to wait a minute. She set down the purse on the only chair in the room, went to 
the tank, leaned over, and turned the valve toward the left” (47). The shared complicity of the 
incident among Elena and her two friends is tacitly bonding them although “we see each other all 
the time and no one has ever mentioned that incident, and we are so talkative, such storytellers” 
(47). Elena’s final irony is that when the hospital calls her to inform her of her husband’s death, 
she “cried a lot over him” (47). Without presenting an apology for murder, Rivera-Valdéz’s dark 
humor plays with the patriarchal stereotype of the submissive woman who, as an immigrant in a 
foreign country, finds herself helpless and impotent to react to violence and abuse.  
Similarly, the author presents the story of Adela’s friend, who reacts to a life of 
dangerous factory work for her and her friend by using her beauty, a powerful asset. Rivera-
Valdéz makes the two friends’ hypocritical boss the victim of satirical irony when, after offering 
Adela’s friend to discuss her case in a friendlier atmosphere and takes her to “a private room 
decorated in leather and red velvet” (79), finds himself not being able to consummate sex. The 
author plays humorously with the stereotypical man in a position of power who intends to take 
advantage of the desperation of a beautiful woman and paints a rather ridiculous picture of his 
manly image when getting ready for sex: “He forgot to take off his socks” (80). Adela’s friend 
recalls that “[h]e moved from side to side and up and down, panting, without success” (80). His 
intended abuse of power fails him and he cannot hide his shame and humiliation: “[h]e sat on the 
edge of the couch with his face in his hands” (80). Adela’s friend promises silence and in 
exchange, gets her friend to stay in the job a little longer. The author makes Adela’s boss the 
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victim of satirical irony and places power in the hands of the supposed victim, reversing the 
situation and offering agency to those who in the situation where the least supposed to have any.  
 Also humorously ironical are the complications of desire experimented by two other 
characters in Veneranda’s stories. One of them is Rodolfo, a neat and organized married man 
who with complicity tells Marta: “You’re Cuban; you know the fixation we Cubans have about 
smells” (24). When his terribly overweight and very smelly neighbor, Frances, is locked out of 
her apartment and comes to Rodolfo for rescue, he finds that all of a sudden “[t]he stench was 
gone, transformed into a deep aroma that I was eager to breathe in” (30). He then admits to 
Marta that “I went wild. She fell back on the sofa and pulled up the T-shirt with her hands, 
exposing her gigantic breasts and the three hundred pounds of flesh that surrounded them. I went 
nuts, I swear that I went nuts. Wild” (30). Rodolfo’s candid admission to this strange sexual 
frenzy is doubly ironical. First, in that he should fall for someone who does not comply with his 
strict hygiene standards, and second, because later in the collection we learn from their neighbor 
that it was not a one-time affair:  
What I never told Iris was that on two occasions, when she was away visiting her 
mother in New Jersey with Raquelita and Ana Gabriela, I saw Rodolfo go into the 
apartment across from theirs where a woman with a lovely face and a deep, 
musical voice lived. She must have weighed about four hundred pounds. Her 
name was Frances. (150) 
 
Rivera-Valdéz makes Rodolfo the victim of satirical irony in order to present alternative 
possibilities for desire, which can never be simply confined to stereotypes.  
This also happens to Rodolfo’s gay friend, a young man who is haunted by his 
heterosexual erotic fantasies because “now they’ve gotten too strong not to take them seriously” 
(56). Having started watching heterosexual porn to get aroused for his gay partner, Rodolfo’s 
friend now confesses that “[i]t’s exhausting not to have an orgasm, not a single one, without 
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being immersed in a scene that in reality is unknown to me” (56). He resists the temptation to try 
and experiment with his sexuality, but this resistance seems to go against his body’s curiosity. 
 The author plays with confining configurations of desire, subjecting her characters to 
ironies where they have to face new alternatives and deal with the flexible boundaries between 
them. She thus effectively uses satire to question fixed images of gender and sexuality created 
and perpetuated by dominant discourses in a permanent attempt at defining and imposing what is 
“normal” and what it is not on –very frequently- disobedient bodies.  
In Achy Obejas’ Memory Mambo, the voice of the satirist is given to Juani’s cousin 
Patricia, “the novel’s voice of common sense” (McCullough 591). From the vivid collection of 
relatives who surround the protagonist in this novel, Patricia stands out for her direct attacks 
against her family’s tendency to veil events, circumstances, personal characteristics, and 
affections, with interestingly constructed stories. The main victim of Patricia satirical wit is 
Juani’s father, a Cuban with a tendency to cast “himself as the stoic hero in his stories, 
unshakable and inscrutable” (11). To his fantastic tales of scientific genius and U.S. treason 
Patricia reacts with her conviction that “his tales are always lies” (11). Juani comments that her 
father’s insistent story of how he “invented duct tape” (24), is for Patricia “just a fantasy created 
in exile, a group hallucination based on my father’s constant retelling of the story” (25).  
Alberto José Casas y Molina, Juani’s father, claims a mysterious and exciting past where 
he was recruited by the CIA “because he had an uncanny ability to procure boats to get people 
out of the island” (27). This being, as he explains to whomever volunteers an ear, “because, 
being the son of one of Havana’s oldest and most prosperous families, he knew all the boat 
owners –all members of the Miramar Yacht Club- and was in a good position to cut deals” (27). 
To Alberto’s claims, Patricia “says this is all invention, that we weren’t as high class as my 
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father wants us to believe, and that more likely than not, he was stealing the boats- if, in fact, any 
of the story is true at all” (27). Patricia appears really skeptical of Alberto’s claims, especially 
when he uses his stories to place himself and his family above the rest.  
Alberto insists in trying to obtain people’s attention by retelling his supposed memories 
of heroism and self-sacrifice like “I played an important part in getting Fulgencio Batista out of 
Cuba on that fateful New Year’s Eve in 1959” (27). He seems unshaken by the contradictions in 
his tale, since he “would have been just a kid in 1959, and “the old dictator …left the island by 
plane, not by boat” (27). As Juani recalls, Patricia is not so polite as other listeners, and she 
confronted Papi once about his age in 1959 and his alleged participation in the old 
dictator’s escape but he didn’t even blink: “Look, I was a very mature teenager –
people in Cuba were more mature, everybody knows that- and you’re supposed to 
think Batista left by plane,” Papi snorted in reply. (28) 
 
Alberto tries hard to cling to a past in Cuba where he belonged to an aristocratic family and had 
name, money and good looks. The fact that he “didn’t have much family money left…didn’t 
have a job, and didn’t have prospects…” does not shake his apparent confidence in the family’s 
ancient prestige. 
In order to make his claims more veritable, Alberto “boasted a splendid ancestry” (32). 
He has created a complicated but uncontestable genealogy which links him with Fray Bartolomé 
de Las Casas, the compassionate clergyman who wrote so ardently in defense of native 
Americans at the time of the Spanish Conquest. The interesting contradiction this claim holds, 
that is, “that Bartolomé de Las Casas was a Catholic priest sworn to celibacy is always left out of 
the family stories…” (33). Patricia, in the spirit of a true satirist, “feels compelled to express 
[her] dissent” (Quintero 1). Always the researcher with the skeptical mind, she “says that the 
whole Bartolomé de Las Casas tale is one elaborate lie” (34). She not only tries to question 
Alberto’s assertions, but also the true humanitarianism behind Las Casas’s crusade: “She told us 
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that one of the ways Las Casas ‘protected’ the Indians was by making the first suggestion to the 
Spanish governor that Africans might be better suited to work in the tropics than the Indians. 
This, Patricia said, is what started slavery in Cuba” (34). Although Patricia’s reading of Las 
Casas’s suggestion is rather absolute and simplistic, she effectively casts a doubt on the 
clergyman’s reputation and therefore, on the benefits of being related to him.  
Patricia’s status as the satirist, or “first utopian” (Quintero 3) is confirmed by Juani, who 
reflects that “[e]verybody knows Patricia won’t tolerate certain racist or otherwise prejudiced 
behavior and so they do everything possible to avoid the inevitable confrontation if they falter in 
front of her” (123). That is probably why Patricia, who loves her cousin Juani deeply, reacts with 
cruel wit to Juani’s dad’s claims to an illustrious past of name and fortune. Patricia seems to be 
reacting against Alberto’s imposed silence on Juani’s sexuality and what that means for his 
daughter. Juani is aware that her dad’s motivation for the imposed silence “isn’t to spare me 
discomfort but to save himself” (80). Patricia appears to be aware of this, and in her reactions 
acts as a true satirist, someone who “provokes mirth or sadness, a concern for the innocent or the 
self-destructive fool, or a revulsion for the deceitful knave, and always either laughter or scorn at 
the anatomized subject” (Quintero 3). It is finally Patricia to whom Juani turns after the violent 
incident and later separation from Gina. Patricia offers her concern and affection by pressing 
Juani to grow up and make decisions: “You’re twenty-four years old, you’ve just had a most 
traumatizing experience, and you just found out your family…doesn’t need you to run the 
Laundromat. So what are you going to do with yourself?” (153). It is the response to Patricia’s 
question what the analysis focuses on next. 
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c. Finding the words: Shame and Writing 
 Critic Jennifer C. Manion states that although “[a]ll shame experiences cause 
disorientation,” it is “the way in which an ashamed person manages her shame that establishes its 
usefulness in any particular situation” (34). The motion which brings the self abruptly to the fore 
and signals the boundaries of bodies can also be utilized to enhance self-perception and channel 
it through creativity. As an expression of creative thought and energy, writing can offer the 
possibility of recycling the energies of shame into (social) creation. At the beginning of this last 
chapter we suggested a deep affinity between shame and writing in that both imply a reflexive 
motion which ultimately highlights our dependence and belonging to the social. Elspeth Probyn 
explains that “[s]hame illuminates our intense attachment to the world, our desire to be 
connected to others, and the knowledge that, as merely human, we will sometimes fail in our 
attempts to maintain those connections” (14). She, as many other shame theorists, insists on the 
capacity of shame to simultaneously interrupt the self’s connection with its environment, but in 
its very occurrence, also show the patent reaffirmation of the strength of those connections.  
 Similarly, when discussing the “affective dimension to the normative” (203), Sara 
Ahmed explains that with the shame of “non-fitting or discomfort” also comes the opening up of 
“possibilities, an opening up which can be difficult and exciting” (154). One of these possibilities 
that shame may offer is the re-connection with others through creativity. Miller affirms that 
creativity links us with others “by way of what is universal” in our affective lives (The Shame 
225). Nussbaum, who is otherwise very skeptical of the benign possibilities of shame, does refer 
to the ability of creativity to permit the exploration of “the problematic aspects” of our humanity 
“without undue anxiety” (296). Her emphasis on the beneficial powers of “empathy” for 
communities is echoed by Morrison and his ideas about the flexibility of ideals on the self. He 
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discovers in “shame-infused” people a tendency to maintain “very rigid ideals,” since “shame 
results when the inflexible aspirations of our ideals cannot be met…” (79). According to 
Morrison, this can be counteracted by creation, since “creativity results when flexible ideals are 
given unfettered expression” (79). When a community responds with creativity to the threat of 
permanent shame imposed by rigid norms on different subjects, there is increased empathy and 
more possibilities for effective expression, as shows Juana Rodríguez in her discussion of 
PROYECTO CONTRA SIDA POR VIDA87 (Project against AIDS for LIFE) and its immense 
impact in the San Francisco area. Based on “ideas, affiliation, and alignment,” and offering open 
community activities in arts, sports, and health, PCPV enhances marginalized subjects’ sense of 
agency through creativity, compassion, and intellectual forums to learn and debate (61).  
 Susan Miller also refers to the “healing” that takes place when an individual decides to 
use her creativity animated by the conviction that “her gifts enrich others” (The Shame 225). In 
Memory Mambo, when Patricia confronts Juani about all the opportunities in which she might 
have spared her lover Gina shameful comments from her family, she responds impatiently: 
“I’m not good at this kind of thing, Patricia”… “At these kinds of conversations. 
I’m not good at telling Mami to stop being racist, ‘cause it’s impossible. Or telling 
Tía Zenaida not to be anti-communist- that’s crazy, it’s like her whole reason for 
living. And I’m not good at telling Jimmy not to make Puerto Rican jokes around 
Gina because…well, I mean, he’d laugh.” 
  “So?” … I felt naked. And ridiculous. And I hated Patricia just then. (127) 
In that moment of disclosure before her cousin, Juani has to admit to her own shame, not only at 
her family’s rather abusive behavior towards her lover, but also at her own cowardly behavior 
which did not allow her to stand up for the woman she loved.  
                                                 
87
 For more information on the activities and programs organized and sponsored by PCPV see their website at: 
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 Soon after this incident of revelation, however, Juani is again with Patricia, but this time 
they meet at a café, where Juani is writing a letter to her closeted Cuban cousin Titi, whom she 
hopes to visit soon on the island. When Patricia finds her writing her messy draft on napkins, 
Juani explains shyly: “This is the part where I tell Titi about what really happened with Gina” 
(237). Using the fictitious letter to Titi as a point of departure, Juani finally decides to explicitly 
refer to the shameful incident where she and Gina battered each other and both ended up 
hospitalized. Timidly, Juani asks Patricia, “Do you already know?” (237). When her cousin 
explains to Juani that she instinctively knows without necessarily knowing, Juani feels immense 
relief and admits that “I love my cousin Patricia very much, more than I would have ever 
imagined” (237). To begin writing is, for Juani, the beginning of a journey towards more 
acceptance of her shame(s) and a more profound awareness of her affective bonds. 
 In La Patografía, Tato receives the advice to start writing from his dear Titi Alicia. She 
sees him get dressed as a female performer and sing in front of the mirror. Probably anticipating 
future days of loneliness and discrimination, his aunt suggests:  
Mira Luisin –me dijo la titi mientras me sentaba en su falda-, te voy a enseñar un 
jueguito para que no te aburras. Coge el lapilabio y empieza a escribir en el 
espejo.                                                                                                                           
-¿Escribir qué?                                                                                                           
-Lo que tú quieras. Vamos a empezar por algo simple. Escribe sobre tu vida. La 
historia de tu vida. Cuando te sientas solo, ponte a escribir en el espejo… (24) 
Look, Luisin –said my auntie while she sat me on her lap-, I am going to teach 
you a little game so that you don’t get bored. Pick a lipstick and start writing on 
the mirror.                                                                                                                   
-Write what?                                                                                                              
-Whatever you want. Let’s begin with something simple. Write about your life. 
The story of your life. Whenever you feel lonely, start writing on the mirror… 
Tato thus begins to write as a way of not feeling lonely and to explore some of the contradictory 
sensations and feelings he experiences as he grows up.  
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The end of the novel can be interpreted as the final sacrificial ceremony by which Tato 
finally becomes a “Pato” (“Faggot,” but also “Duck”) all covered in colorful feathers: “amanecí 
forrado, de arriba abajo, de plumas verdes” (302; I woke up all covered with green feathers). 
Tato becomes a green duck and his “condición patífera” (faggot condition) can no longer be 
hidden. He becomes dangerously visible and this brings about his demise: 
El dolor era mortal, terrible, y el Pato gritaba, se estremecía, pero la policía lo 
tenía bien agarrado, y no podía escapar, mientras las manos de aquellas mujeres 
mayagüezanas y patofóbicas le arrancaban cuidadosamente las plumas, una por 
una, causándole el más grande dolor que pueda haber experimentado ser humano 
alguno en la vida (310) 
The pain was deadly, terrible, and the Faggot screamed, shuddered, but the police 
held him tight, and he could not escape, while the hands of those homophobic 
women from Mayagüez carefully plucked out his feathers, one by one, causing 
him the worst pain any human being could have ever experienced. 
The tenacious and violent efforts of the island to eliminate this Pato are justified thus: “el Pato es 
un parásito de la ciudad, corruptor de menores, y no nos queda más remedio que ser valientes y 
eliminarlo lo antes possible” (305; the Faggot is a parasite of the city, a minors abuser, and we 
see no other alternative but to be strong and eliminate him as soon as possible). Tato, however, 
does not resign himself to just disappear under the force of the homophobic hordes. He implores 
his aunt Alicia to cook him after he dies, after being raped, beaten up and scorned by his own 
community.  
In a symbolic sacrifice which can be interpreted as an immolation through the power of 
the feather (plume, pen), Lozada assures the reader that although Tato does perish from 
homophobic violence, his flesh will turn into “lo más suculento, lo más exquisito, lo más 
apetitoso, lo más sabroso” (319; the most succulent dish, the most exquisite, the most appetizing, 
the most tasty). By consuming or eating up (reading) Tato, Puerto Rico’s society becomes 
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“contaminated” and the power of his efforts to alter the rigid homophobic energies in his 
community are subversively multiplied. 
 Also finding solace from violence, marginality, and loneliness, author Emanuel Xavier 
explains that for him, “[w]riting has become a sort of ritual purification.”88 Writing became for 
him the form of creative expression which offered him a healing alternative to a past of abuse, 
rejection, and violence in the gay urban scene of New York City. As Susan Miller observes, 
however, groups or subjects who have for a long time been defined in shame, will “have 
difficulty jettisoning shame-based identities” (The Shame 184). In the case of Xavier, this 
translates in the fact that, in spite of his current name as a poet and fiction writer, “[t]here are still 
people that, no matter what I do, will always think of me as a prostitute.” Although he is aware 
that “my past always precedes me,” Xavier does not deny his previous experiences on the streets 
and in the ball scene, rather, he chooses to counteract those who insist on freezing his identity in 
past molds, and reinforce his emotional investment in creative endeavors: “I write from the heart 
and express things through poetry and literature.” Through his writing, Xavier has found a way 
to “contribute to my culture through my art, which is what I know best.”  
 The possibility to construct an identity through creativity, though self-assertive and 
invigorating, has not been easy for Xavier, who affirms that “[r]ecreating myself as a poet hasn’t 
necessarily made my life better. In going after what I wanted, other things fell by the wayside, 
things I should have maybe paid more attention to.” With these reflections, Xavier hints at the 
difficulty inherent in the process of recycling shame. Andrew Morrison considers that the first –
and essential step- towards dealing constructively with shame is “self-disclosure,” which tends to 
                                                 
88
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be “riskier for men than for women because, as boys, they were taught to be fearless and 
unemotional, and to conceal all self-doubt and weaknesses” (120). Even if it may be true that 
“shame on the page is easier to encounter than in real life” (Morrison 10), and therefore writing 
can work quite effectively as a way to express the contradictory energies of shame, it is also clear 
from Xavier’s comments that the creative possibilities of shame can only be explored with great 
effort and support. This exploration can result “exciting” in Ahmed’s words, but it is always very 
“difficult” (154).  
d. Shame Can Be Good for You 
 This chapter read the fiction analyzed in the previous two in an attempt to offer a 
reflection on humor and creative writing as possibilities the self can explore when trying to deal 
constructively with the emotion of shame. Shame theorists like Helen Block Lewis, Jack Katz, 
and Martha Nussbaum, among others, point out other positive dynamics of shame, like collective 
shame for the wrongdoings of members of a group as a form of communal conscience, shame as 
a social tool to deflate exaggerated egos, or even shame and repudiation as a (quite delicate) 
corrective device for criminal offenses. Rather than study all of these opportunities shame may 
offer to regulate, mediate, alter, and/or mold social interactions beneficially, the focus of this 
chapter remained on the two that appear most creative and –though inescapably social- most 
reflexively centered upon the self. 
 In parody, the (shamed) self reacts with a critical mimicry which denounces while at the 
same time accepts and aims to change. In satire, the self adopts a critical position which seems to 
stem from the vantage position of someone who enjoys a greater scope and depth of perception. 
The two evidence the desire to reconnect with the social environment, since humor is always 
relational and cultural. The laugh in parody appears inclusive, more tolerant and ready to accept 
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some aspects of the parodied discourse, while demanding constructive modifications. The laugh 
in satire shows accusation and anger. The satirist aims at attacking and provoking reflection and, 
ultimately, a change of conscience. Through writing, the shamed self can reutilize the energy that 
has been abruptly directed upon the self and express it in an act of creation that may offer 
validation, affirmation, and ultimately, a reintegration to those positive affects interrupted by 
shame.  
None of these processes tend to be easy. Shame is always an attack on the self, which 
needs to be confronted, exposed, and processed. However, the sudden demarcation of the self 
against its background shame prompts can prove beneficial to a heightened sense of self and its 
possibilities. Sara Ahmed refers to non-normative affective configurations and concludes that 
these “feelings may embrace a sense of discomfort, a lack of ease with the available script for 
living and loving, along with an excitement in the face of the uncertainty of where the discomfort 
may take us”(155). The sense of discomfort awakened by shame can never be easy on the self, 
but it can prove to be a strong propeller towards more awareness, more empathy, and a deeper 
conviction of the creative energies of the self.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
I want to break tradition- 
the mentiras my parents told me about 
negros 
chinos 
gringos 
maricones 
cachaperas 
Smashing it against the ground 
like coconuts 
because mi tierra, mi patria es mi barrio 
where our Spanish eyes are not blinded by prejuicios 
where la única palabra that we do not understand 
is hate 
y que siga... 
y que siga la tradición 
bajo la luna, maybe 
pero no en el corazón 
--Emanuel Xavier (“Tradiciones” 2002) 
 At the onset of this project, my hopes with respect to the possibilities awarded by shame 
were very high and rather naive. As the analysis became deeper, more complicated and at times 
even painful, I realized that however beneficial or awakening the experience of shame may turn 
out to be for the self, it will most surely involve a whole amount of suffering too. The secrets that 
are analyzed in Chapter 1 have been constructed in shame and pain, even though in some cases 
their strength lies precisely in what they hide and in the possibility of sharing them with others. 
The characters in Obejas’s Memory Mambo resist shameful categorizations by concocting 
narratives of resistance. These are not always effective at helping them negotiate more 
acceptance of themselves and others, as in the case of Juani’s dad and Jimmy. In Rivera-Valdés’s 
The Forbidden Stories, the characters willingly share with Marta secrets that awaken confusion, 
claiming for themselves sides of their subjectivity that are inscribed in shame in dominant 
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discourses. The secrets this group of friends and acquaintances hold are all –to various degrees- 
painful, but at the same time, revealing and precious. The secrets in Glave’s Whose Song? And 
Other Stories are all embedded in suffering: the pain of the imposed closet, the tragedy of rape 
and violence, the hurt of rejection. In this collection, secrets appear more like oppressive burdens 
to be carried in shame, only to be brought into the open at great social, psychic, and affective 
cost. 
 The suffering of shame studied in Chapter 2 appears more as a constant and powerful 
presence in the lives of the characters studied. Narcissism and its determinate focus on the self 
provides a guiding force of survival for those subjectivities who are deemed dispensable by 
prevailing discourses, like the Puerto Rican transvestites Martha Divine and Sirena Selena, and 
the young Solange Graubel in Santos-Febres’s Sirena Selena. But also narcissism can perpetuate 
suffering and alienation when its aspirations are guided by the impositions of narratives of 
consumption, separatism, and vanity, as is the case of La Loca in Lozada’s No quiero quedarme 
sola y vacía. The pain in masochism, as read in Emanuel Xavier’s Christ-Like, is a contradictory 
experience that costs the self dearly but that cannot be abandoned easily because, in its own 
special dynamic, it seems to offer respite and belonging. 
 The focus of the third and last Chapter is on the pain and suffering of shame that is 
recycled creatively through humor and writing. Although re-used, pain in these instances of 
parody, satire, and writing is a permanent source of motivation. Humor’s attack on social rigidity 
–and the suffering it impresses on bodies- takes the form of parodic camp performances in 
Lozada’s La patografía and No quiero quedarme sola y vacía, as well as in Santos-Febres’s 
Sirena Selena and Xavier’s Christ-Like. In satire, this pain is concentrated in a direct, more acid 
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and less inclusive criticism, as it appears in the voice of Patricia, the satirist in Memory Mambo, 
and in the satirical ironies that affect some of the characters in The Forbidden Stories, La 
Patografía, and No quiero quedarme sola y vacía. The suffering that propels writing, as shown by 
the examples in Memory Mambo and La patografía, as well as by author Emanuel Xavier’s 
comments in the last part of the chapter, is a powerful energy, but also one that has to be used 
with care and support from others.  
The crucial, persistent, and powerful presence of hurt, pain and suffering that these 
fictions revealed through this study proved to be an inescapable companion to the experience of 
shame that had to be properly acknowledged. But pain can be good. Steve Connor explains that 
the heightened attentiveness provoked by shame is the reason “why shaming or humiliation are 
so important in rites of passage” (228). The idea of “passage” associated with a kind of necessary 
suffering is what remained with me and what I would offer as a conclusion to this study. If, as 
Ahmed contends, bodies are molded following the contours of social norms by dominant 
metanarratives, it appears evident that those that cannot fit, or refuse to do so, will experience 
pain in shame. After all, using a geometry image, there is no easy way of fitting a heart-shaped 
object into a square mold, for example. Either the heart loses its round contours, or the square 
gets bigger, or perhaps –even better- another mold with a big circular shape may include the 
other two shapes within. 
 Critic Arnaldo Cruz-Malavé discusses “testimonio” and its sometimes difficult 
engagement with the community it is supposed to narrate. He offers the example of Rigoberta 
Menchú and the role that is practically enforced upon her “to tell the tale” (Queer Latino 
Testimonio 98). In the precarious stronghold of a transculturated identity, Menchú appears, 
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according to Cruz-Malavé, as the one who needs to pay the price of shame, “[f]or shame is the 
price that is exacted by her community for moving forward, for fulfilling the command on which 
its very survival rests” (98). This pause that shame provokes in the seamless blend with the 
social environment “makes one conscious, hyperconscious, of the irreducibility of one’s 
engagement with the extra-communal other, of one’s investment, even of one’s love. And it 
forces one to search, as such, for new paths, new ways to reconnect” (99). However, the 
reconnection that is sought after the interruption in shame is never without the memory of that 
pause, and the awareness it has created. That is why, as Cruz-Malavé affirms, “shame forces the 
subject to …walk in two opposite directions at once, toward the community and away from it” 
(99). 
 This reading of the texts points to the tension described by Cruz-Malavé as the key 
concept to define the texts’s important cultural contribution. To explain it further, an analogous 
tension to the one in shame can be used, the one theorist Raymond Williams describes between 
the “social” and the “personal.” He defines the former as “always past” and the latter as the 
“undeniable experience of the present…the inalienably physical” (128). The transition of the 
particular individual experience of shame and its explicit reference to the body, towards a new 
re-engagement with the social –linguistic- environment is where lies the capacity to re-create, 
modify, expand, and re-write narratives. The tension awakened by those “important mixed 
experiences” to which “the fixed forms do not speak at all, which indeed they do not recognize,” 
often translates in “an unease, a stress, a displacement, a latency…” (Williams 130), which can 
be easily paralleled to the affect of shame.  
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 These texts deliberately present a variety of William’s “mixed experiences” which are 
narrated in shame by prevailing discourses. They include affective, sexual, gender, and family 
configurations which –though not sanctioned by dominant narratives– still effect “changes of 
presence” which “do not have to await definition, classification, or rationalization before they 
exert palpable pressures and set effective limits on experience and on action” (Williams 132). 
This study wants ultimately to read the explicit narration of these “mixed” (potentially shameful) 
experiences by the authors studied as in fact contributing to bring about–at the social level– those 
changes that Williams defines as “changes in structures of feeling” (132). The “present and 
affective” “true social content” of these literary works lies precisely in their “articulation …of 
structures of feeling which as living processes are much more widely experienced” (133). The 
shameful secrets kept and told in chapter 1, the affective configurations that emerge in shame but 
struggle for survival described in chapter 2, and the shame- recycling tactics used by the authors 
and the characters that are the topic of chapter 3, all can be read as conscious complications of 
rigid social categories that enact a specific “articulation of presence” (135) where stereotypical 
ideals, models, and rules are seriously questioned.  
 The premeditated “articulation of presence” offered by these fictions acts as a response to 
constricting molds carved in prevailing discourses in the Caribbean and the United States. This 
reading shows that shame is not erased or negated in the fictional depiction of the characters’ -at 
times painful- negotiations with those discourses. It may be, then, that by choosing to depict 
shame but also the “mixed experiences” that are narrated as shameful, the characters in these 
fictions, as well as the fictions themselves, are offering a reflection on “how to be affected by 
one’s relation to, and departures from, the normative in a way that opens up different 
possibilities for living” (Ahmed 121).  
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The “possibilities for living” that can be envisioned by this reading of the fictions are 
rarely easy or painless. But the mere articulation of their presence in fiction offers a clear 
indication of their potential to contribute to changes in contemporary “structures of feeling” in 
the narratives they question, changes that seem oriented towards more flexible and empathic 
conceptions of identities. The potential of these texts as narrations of shame(s) that unsettle and 
call into question reductive ideals of success, desire, richness, power, and agency, among other 
social constructs, is what this reading aims to underline as a cultural contribution to studies of 
shame in general, of the US-Caribbean hybrid subjectivities, and also literary/cultural studies of 
the Caribbean and the U.S.  
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